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	1. Pining

**Hello, readers!**

**Ok I know what you're thinking; "Crayola what are you doing? Don't make new things, work on _Nightmare_ or the sequel to _Better Days_!" and to you I say. . .lol sorry. I'll get to it lmao. **

**This actually comes with an announcement for any of my _Phantasm _or _Nightmare _readers. . .I'm currently reworking the entirety of _Phantasm_ and may have to put _Nightmare_ on hiatus until that's done. I'm working closely with Citrine Nebulae, my editor, to smooth out a lot of the plot holes and make it even better than it was before, but that means there might be some changes that will reflect on _Nightmare_ and I would really rather reduce the amount of editing I have to do before continuing the story. I didn't start receiving editing advice from Citrine until the last act of _Phantasm_ so it's really rough right now and I feel like it could be a better story. **

**So um, sorry! **

**To my _Better Days_ readers who may or may not see this, I'm reworking that, too! I'm going to make it longer and really flesh out a few things, but not to the extent that _Phantasm_ will be edited, so it should be quicker depending on my attention span. So I've got a lot going on, but hopefully it'll all be worth it and you guys will better enjoy those two stories!**

**At the expense of making this A/N too long. . .I'll go into a bit of background about this story. It's based around a character I used in a How to Train your Dragon roleplay I was in for a few months. I've changed a lot about her to fit a narrative, though. You may notice this is a lot different from my regular style, but hopefully not _worse_. It's going to be a little rough while I work out the kinks, but I RP in third person so I'm used to writing about this character in that style. **

**That being said, hopefully it's still enjoyable. I'll go into more details later, as this A/N is getting a little too long right now and I feel terrible. This chapter isn't quite where I wanted it to be, so I would really appreciate some feedback! **

**~ Crayola**

* * *

><p>CHAPTER ONE<p>

PINING

It wasn't often that she had to hide from her uncle, that she had to cling to her good memories in order to make it through the night, but it was often enough that she knew which memories to think of to keep herself happy.

And such memories were of home. Not in the dark, cold yard outside her uncle's cabin.

Back home, with her mother's warm smile.

Back home, with her father's good-natured ribbing and lectures.

Back home, where she could chase the goats and ride the horses, milk the cows and distract the rooster while her mother collected the eggs.

There wasn't a lack of pleasant recollections with her uncle, of course. He treated her fair enough, but they didn't have fun like she and her parents had. Her uncle spent his days in town working and she was always left alone in the cabin to entertain herself.

Which meant chores; cleaning and preparing food. Sometimes she had time to do as she wished, but she was also wary of straying too far into the woods.

She hadn't wanted to move miles and miles away to live with him in the first place—not when she knew his home town was plagued with dragons from time to time. Her farm was centered in the mainland far from the sea and otherwise safe from dragon infestation, but not Penshaw.

He'd insisted she would be fine, and even kept her at the cabin. She was never allowed into town when he went, and he was too afraid to let her wander far from the safety of his home. It was far enough away from Penshaw proper to be safe, and he had no livestock to draw the dragons' attention. After losing his wife to them he didn't think he could be too safe.

For a while she had been fine with that. Being devoured by a hungry dragon wasn't something she thought would be enjoyable.

That, however, didn't last long. Cabin fever set in and overpowered her fear of dying the same way her aunt had. She was used to exploring at the home of her parents, and the forest outside her uncle's cabin was new and needed to be discovered—well, the edge of the forest, anyway.

If she was caught, her punishments never strayed from mild scolding, so she saw no need to cease her curious exploration. Still, as she grew older, she wished she could travel to town with him. More than anything she wanted to meet people and maybe—_maybe_—see a real dragon. She knew the other wildlife of the area like the back of her hand, but she had yet to see a dragon in person.

Maybe it was for the best. Her uncle seemed so terrified of them. She didn't remember her aunt very well, but she knew how it might feel to lose someone you loved with all your heart.

In all honestly, she surmised that was why he drank.

He had come home after such proclivities this night. It was once in a blue moon that he visited a tavern and drank with the degenerates of Penshaw, but she always knew that when that time came, it was best to hide somewhere and let him shout himself into a stupor than to be somewhere he could find her and yell at her.

It was the only time he ever did raise his voice.

That such a lanky man could have such a booming voice was strange, but he could make his voice carry when he put his mind to it.

"Where are you?" he demanded from inside the house. "You aren't supposed to leave!"

She covered her ears with her hands and pressed her thin frame against the thick wooden wall of the cabin. Two barrels full of rain water obscured her from prying eyes. Though it wasn't raining, the cold nipped at her nose and fingers. Her parka shielded her from some of the chill, but not enough. If she didn't return inside soon, she would be nursing a cold for weeks.

A crash reached her ears and she winced imagining he had tripped on something.

Her uncle handled his beer so poorly.

Even if she completed her chores to his expectations, he always found something to complain about when inebriated. Not once had he struck her, though. Sometimes she wished he _would_ become violent instead of yell the awful things he did. If there was one thing that man was good at when he was drunk, it was picking out her insecurities and needling her about them. Assuming he didn't drink his memory away he always apologized, but she would forever wariness toward him.

Something thumped against the house interior and she flinched, her teeth grinding. She whispered quiet prayers to any of the gods that would hear her, wishing to be taken elsewhere.

Maybe going home was impossible, but _anywhere_ would be better.

"_Calla_!" His voice was thick and words slurred, muted a smidgen by the wall separating them. It was enough to make her curl into a tighter ball and she shivered, and this time it wasn't because of the cold. "I want—I just want to _talk_! Calla, please."

The very name was enough to set her teeth on edge. It wasn't hers, but it was what he always called her when he was angry. _Calla_. _My flower_.

At least he wasn't angry often, otherwise the name would have stuck. She would have never forgotten her real name, though. Not when her parents sent her letters every few months. They always started with "Our dearest Oddny."

She had been young when he came to pick her up: ten years old. Oddny remembered how she had cried about it. Her mom had cried, too, and her father had stood with a stoic expression, his chin set. They assured her it was for her own good—they couldn't properly care for her and her uncle needed the company—and _temporary_.

They were on hard times and were finding it difficult to feed themselves and their own child.

Oddny always thought it was her fault. They had told her that one day, when the farm was doing better, they would send for her to come home. When her uncle got back on his feet. She always thought herself to blame—if only she'd worked harder and complained less. They had no farm hands to tend the entire property, so they had needed her.

Maybe then they would have been able to care for her.

Maybe then she could have stayed with them instead of moving to live with her uncle.

Certainly she wouldn't be crouched outside between two rain-filled drums, shivering and scared of her uncle.

Her aunt had died two months prior to her move to the sea, so her uncle her been living alone and broken. He couldn't cook or do the other things she did. Her death had been so sudden at the claws of a dragon, and the loss had devastated him in a way he hadn't been prepared for. Even years later he ached for her.

Calla. His flower.

He didn't know how to care for a child, but he was lonely and his sister-in-law had insisted that Oddny was a hard worker and could help around the house and even cook.

Above all, he knew that it was what his wife would have wanted. She'd always wanted a child.

So, he spent every last coin to his name traveling to their farm and taking the little girl home. She'd looked so similar to his beloved at the time that any notion of saying no went out the window. But as he spent more time with Oddny, her similarities—the mess of dark hair surrounding her sun-kissed skin, the light dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose that defied genetics—became maddening.

He tried to treat his niece well, like she was his own daughter, but she was both blessed and cursed by the vague likeness she shared with his wife. There was only one difference between Oddny and his lost love—her eyes. Oddny's were dark clouds and Calla's had been gleaming amber.

The first time he'd called her "Calla" was when he was frustrated with her, and that was only when he was full of beer. It had been a slip-up, but now it was commonplace.

Calla.

A name that needled at him and became a sick joke he played on himself, tortured himself with.

The days and weeks had all blended together so much so that Oddny had lost track of time. She thought that it had been six winters she'd spent with him, but he wouldn't confirm or deny anything.

"Something like that," he'd say before returning to his transcripts.

So she'd stopped asking.

Six years seemed correct. Definitely _wrong_. Though. They had promised it would be temporary, that she would be able to come home after a while.

But when?

"Come _on_." His muffled voice was a childish whine. He had returned to the main room instead of the closer storage area. The door to the cellar creaked and his footsteps echoed hollow against the stairs. "I just want to talk. I only have you here, let's talk. I'm not mad."

By now she knew better; they were nothing but pretty words. He'd lured her out of three hiding places with sugared promises—the first ended with potent insults but could have been worse. The second ended in chores he created that kept her up all night, and in his third tirade he had revoked her meal privileges for a week.

Lucky for her he admitted it had been a bluff and she didn't end up hungry. He'd even made it up to her by bringing home sweets.

Didn't make her feel better.

It wasn't like he fed her enough anyway. Not due to maliciousness; he never actively sought to cause her misery until he was drunk or if she didn't complete her tasks in a timely manner. He himself never ate often, and they only ate at the same times. It was not often enough for a growing girl. She made herself meals when she could, but she didn't have time most days.

A few things from the cellar were overturned as he searched for her. "Calla!"

_Oddny! _she thought. _Don't call me Calla!_

Eventually he would shout himself to sleep, passed out on the floor in front of his fire. Sometimes it took one hour, other times it took the whole night.

At some point she could find the right time to sneak into one of the rooms to sleep.

"Calla!" he shouted, making her wince. "Come _here_! I'm losing my patience!"

She shook her head and tried to curl into a tighter ball. Oddny pressed herself harder against the wall, as if trying to push herself through. He would stop. He always stopped. He gave up at some point when he couldn't find her.

Her evening had been so pleasant while he'd been out. Why did he feel the need to return and ruin it for her?

The older she grew, the more Oddny enjoyed her alone time.

_Just a little longer_, she told herself. She only had to wait a few moments longer in the cold, until he gave up or passed out.

Any time now, he'd walk back up the stairs and she could sneak through the outside entrance back into the cellar, where she would have an easier time slinking her way into the cabin proper. He never checked the same place twice, and he never looked outside for her. These were all things she could count on.

"ODDNY!"

Her eyes flew open and she inhaled a sharp breath.

"GET IN HERE _NOW_!"

Something was wrong. He never hollered like that. Now she wasn't sure what to do—continue hiding or confront and placate him? The sheer volume in his voice convinced her it was the latter. Oddny shimmied out from between the barrels and jogged to the front of the house, grabbing the broom from its place by the door. The faint glow from the fire inside helped her find the entrance.

"Uncle?" she called, peering around the doorframe.

His footsteps stormed up the stairs and Oddny took a few steps away from the door, clutching the broom to her chest. When he shoved it open open, she felt the breeze it created against her face. The wooden frame nearly flicked her nose.

"Where _were_ you?" he slurred, swaying where he stood.

Frits Iversen was a tree of a man in height, but weed-thin. His mop of ruddy hair was a mess, pallid complexion reddened from alcohol and frustration. His chest, covered by a thick shirt, heaved from the exertion of running up the stairs. He worked as the local scribe and spent most of his day sitting and writing.

But he still saw the need to have someone else do his chores. He helped when he could, but not often. Because, Oddny always thought during her bitter moments, scribbling words on paper was a very difficult and trying task.

"I was. . .sweeping the porch." Oddny lifted the broom higher and ducked her head.

He snatched it from her grasp, twisting it free of her fingers and making her shrink back, clutching her hand to her chest. "Why?" This time he sounded genuinely curious.

Oddny glanced around, as if expecting the answers to materialize from the shroud of night. When none came, she shrugged and avoided his gaze. "It was windy today, so I wanted to make sure it was clear of dirt. . .and stuff." She looked up at him through her lashes.

For a long moment he studied her, looking from the broom and back again as if the tool was an brand new concept to him.

A hiccup rocked his frame and he tossed the broom over her head. "Well—if you say so."

Another moment passed where his eyes glazed over and he stared at a spot behind Oddny, swaying on his feet. She bit her lip and glanced around before leaning toward him. "Uncle?"

"Hush, I'm thinking!" Frits shook his head, then focused on Oddny, his eyes narrowing with the effort. "Right. I needed—I forgot to say. There was something that I—what? I needed to talk to you! Gods, stop _staring_ at me like that!"

The words were barely out of his mouth before she was dipping her head and staring at her feet.

Satisfied, he continued. "Go—go eat something. And get some sleep. First thing—er, first thing in the morning we're going into town."

Her head snapped up before she could think better of it. "Really? Why?"

He lifted his hand as if to strike her, but he dropped it just as quick. It happened so often that Oddny didn't flinch anymore. The first few times she thought he would hit her, but it seemed to be more of a tick than an actual threat. "Yes, don't—don't interrupt, Calla."

Somehow he always managed to spit the name at her like an insult.

A million questions blazed inside her, but she could follow orders.

"We're going into town first thing—after breakfast. You need—something. . .else to wear. And you're too thin! Go eat!"

Oddny scurried past at his command, her boots shuffling against the wooden floor. Inside the warmth of the cabin, with the fire blazing in the hearth, the circulation began to return to her fingers and face.

It wasn't quite enough. Oddny still needed a few attempts before she managed to light the coals in the oven.

Her thoughts were elsewhere and her digits uncooperative—in her supposed six years of living with Frits he had never taken her into town for anything, least of all new clothes. If she grew out of her old outfit he would bring her home a new one, usually out of style and sometimes a size too big.

"You'll grow into it," he'd say.

The parka covering her torso was the one thing she was glad he had bought three sizes too big—she could huddle up and use it to cover her entire body when she was younger. Now, though, she had almost grown into it. By the next year, she might need a new one.

Though he had told _her_ to eat, she knew that if she didn't make any for Frits he would be upset. There was a trout he had brought home earlier that day, and it needed to be cooked before it spoiled. Frits insisted he caught the thing himself, and Oddny humored his tale from the moment he returned home, but she knew better. He was as much a fisherman as she was the daughter of royalty.

At least it was a decent sized fish and would make a fine supper.

A large, iron cauldron was still sitting over a small pile of coals. She coaxed those back to life and stirred the contents—a layer of fat had formed over top of the brown liquid.

Frits was no hunter or farmer, so he often traded his services or what coin he was paid for meat and vegetables. The stew comprised boiled turkey bones, carrots, corn, and beans and would feed them for one more day before it turned sour.

There was a small amount of stale bread left and she made a mental note to let Frits know so he could trade for more—or maybe some flour so she could make her own.

"Calla?" Frits was sitting in his chair, nursing a cup of water and reading over one of the manuscripts he was supposed to copy. A candle was lit nearby. "I mean. . . sorry, Oddny. Are you doing okay in there?"

Her fleeting glance didn't halt her work and she put the baked trout together on a pair of wooden plates, and the stew into similar bowls.

"One more minute," she called. It took her as long to clean up after herself. When she was finished, she brought out the food to set the table, then stepped back to wait for him with her hands clasped in front of her.

Realizing she forgot something, she scurried back into the kitchen to grab a pair of knives, wooden spoons, and two cups of buttermilk left over from the day before. They would need more of that as well.

Through great effort, Frits stood and kept his balance long enough to sit down in one of the wooden chairs, surprising Oddny. He looked her over and huffed. "You clean up?"

A nod marked her response.

"Well, sit down an' eat. I gotta tell you what's going on."

He set down his drink and started on his food. Calla waited until then to start picking at her fish with her knife. She tried the stew, and it was already starting to taste a little funny.

Curiosity ate away at her insides until she could not contain herself. It was strange for him to eat with her at the actual table, and it was hours passed regular supper time. He had been out much later this night and had missed the normal time for dinner, so she didn't think much of it. Now, though, he had informed her that she was to go into town and _shop_ with him. For _clothes._

She had to know.

"Why are we going into town tomorrow?"

When he glanced up sharply at her, she looked back down at her food.

Frits grunted and shoveled stew into his mouth. Had he taken some time to groom himself and work on his manners, he might have been a handsome man. "I saved up some money. Your parents want to see you. Can't go visit them looking like I haven't been taking care of you."

Oddny's mouth dried and she looked up from her meal. All traces of hunger were replaced with several emotions she couldn't discern. "My. . .parents?"

With his mouth full, all Frits could do was grunt.

"Did they send another letter? Can you read it to me?"

"Tomorrow." He shrugged his reedy shoulders and sucked on a turkey bone with stomach-churning noises. "I'll read it to you tomorrow. It came today and. . . ."

Somehow her appetite returned and she nibbled on her much smaller portion, allowing the stew to soak into the stale bread to make it easier to eat. She didn't mind that he didn't finish his sentence: he didn't need to. It was enough to know that they had sent another letter. After Frits read them to her, she would stare at the parchment, trying to discern the alphabet. However he had never taken the time to teach her.

She didn't mind so much. It was enough that he read them to her, enough to know that they missed her as much as she did. Her heart ached at the very thought.

"Do I take good care of you?" he asked without warning, his gaze aimed downward.

She found trouble swallowing her bite of sopping bread. So this was what had been bothering him. He was doing his best, that Oddny couldn't deny, but to go so far as to say he was taking _good_ care of her. . .well that would be a lie.

"I'm not dead," she said at last, managing a half-smile.

He chuckled and poked at his fish, but said nothing more.

"What about the dragons?" Oddny said after a few moments, her voice barely above a whisper.

Frits froze mid-chewing and his lips thinned. Oddny shrunk into her seat and busied herself with gnawing on her softened bread.

"Shouldn't be a problem," he sighed. "There haven't been signs of them since last year."

"Last year? You mean they're gone?"

"Dunno." He shrugged and swallowed some stew. "They stopped coming into town and we haven't seen any big groups, a few every now and again in the distance or in the woods, but they haven't bothered us or tried to steal any food."

"Why?" And if it was true, why hadn't he taken her into town until now?

He glanced up at her and shook his head. "No one knows. No one's asking questions."

Oddny could understand that. You didn't look a gift horse in the mouth, but to have them all stop the raids like that was strange. Had they found a better source of food?

It didn't matter. She was going into town!

The rest of the meal was eaten in silence. Frits cleaned his plate first and left his dishes on the table for Oddny to tend to. She ate slower, then picked at anything he left over before washing the plates and bowls. As she was finishing up, Frits called her over.

"Yes?" She kept her gaze locked on his chest instead of his face. When he was lucid he didn't mind eye contact, but when he had a couple beers in him he started to care.

"I found a couple more furs in storage. It's getting colder so I thought you'd need them." He had a bundle of furs in his arms, and Oddny wasn't sure how he could have afforded half of them—elk, bear, wolf. . .where had he gotten those?

Most days, in fact, Oddny wasn't sure how he came up with the money to buy _anything_. He was a scribe, so he spent his days copying manuscripts for people. Sometimes he'd snag a big client and make some money, but more often than not he was writing letters for the less literate citizens in exchange for favors or goods.

However he did it, though, he saved up enough to take her home and see her parents. She'd asked to visit them so many times, but it hadn't been possible.

They lived lived so far away from her parent's farm. They certainly hadn't been able to come visit her, either. The letters were nice, but they weren't enough. She lost sleep some nights thinking of their faces, remembering how it felt to be embraced by them. Her uncle was nice—most of the time—but he wasn't the affectionate type.

Little things like extra furs and the occasional head pat were the extent of his love.

She nodded and even showed a rare smile. Her heart was soaring at the thought of seeing her parents for the first time in years, and maybe she would even be able to stay. By now the crops had to have had enough time to recover?

This time, she would help out more.

"Thank you," she murmured, lifting her hands to receive the furs.

"Don't mention it," he harrumphed, tossing them on top of her.

Oddny tried to catch them, but she was engulfed by the plush bundle and flailed around until she came out from under them. When she finally had them organized properly, Frits was already curled close to the fire in his usual bed, swaddled in his own furs.

She stared at him a moment longer, a new warmth for the man kindling in her chest. He was taking her home. He wasn't the best parental figure, but he had his moments.

And this was one of them.

How long had he been saving for this trip? What sort of things went into traveling that far? Oddny figured the only thing she should care about was the fact that it was happening.

Though she thought herself too excited to sleep, fatigue wrapped its warm fingers around her mind and a yawn seized her. She curled up on the opposite end of the room, further away from the fire but still able to feel its heat. Oddny fell asleep facing the dying flames, imagining how the reunion was going to play out.


	2. Favors

**Hello readers!**

**Here's the next installment. Sorry it kinda took a while. I know everyone's probably wondering, but there will be _some_ canon characters featured. I'll add them to the character list as they are introduced, but I'm afraid the main Berkians will not be making appearances until the last few chapters of the story. **

**However, there will be lots of dragons! Maybe not next chapter, but the dragons do start appearing in the next couple of chapters. It depends on how much I pack into chapter three. I do not have a beta for this story, so I'm sorry if there are any errors! I always proof-read before I post but after staring at your own work for so many hours you're bound to miss some things. I just hope they're not anything distracting! **

**Anyway, we're off to a rough start. Thanks so much to Madhuntr for the review and the follow, and of course to Citrine for her sad attempts at theory crafting ;) love ya. **

**Enjoy this chapter!**

**~Crayola**

* * *

><p>CHAPTER TWO<p>

FAVORS

A beetle made slow progress across the wooden floor, stopping to fish out a crumb or other such morsel from the nooks and crannies. Oddny had awoken earlier and remained swaddled in her new furs to watch the bug scuttle along. Even though she was inches away from it and could reach out to squash it if she so desired, it proceeded along as if nothing was wrong—all was right in its mini version of the world.

When the sun was hanging above the horizon, lighting the world with its glow, Oddny crawled from her pallet of straw and shuddered. Compared to the warm womb of her bed, the air was a frozen slap to the face. She wrapped the elk fur tightly around herself and hobbled to the hearth.

It took a few moments for her to breathe life back into the embers. Once tiny flames licked the air, she took wood from the pile and slowly added the logs, giving the fire time to stoke before adding more. She kept the heat low so it wouldn't crackle and pop, then scurried to the pot of stew and worked on heating that back into an edible temperature.

Frits would be asleep until she cooked up something that smelled nice. She had no bread, though, and they had eaten all of the fish last night. It would have to be stew for breakfast with a side of buttermilk—what was left of it.

The stew was safe to eat, the cold from the night keeping it chilled enough to dissuade bacteria, but it wouldn't last the rest of the day.

All of that was okay.

They were going into town. Together. They would restock there.

Oddny's uncle woke when she was pouring the stew into bowls. She heard him stir, then sneeze, and soon he appeared over the stove. There were dark circles under his eyes, and Oddny wondered if he slept at all during the night.

"Good morning, uncle." The greeting was punctuated with an infectious smile.

He returned her grin with a nod, the corner of his lips tugging but never made it all the way. "Morning, Oddny."

She handed him his bowl and spoon. "This was all I could do. We need food."

Her uncle sighed and accepted the meager meal. "I know. I didn't expect what we had to last longer than today. We'll get a few things to tide us over while we're in town, but most of the food I want to buy is dried goods we can take on the trip. Just enough to get us to the next town and buy more."

The piece of carrot she was chewing on fought her tooth and nail when she swallowed and she washed it down with her drink. Unable to contain her glee, she said, "When are we leaving?"

This time he made a full-fledged smirk and shook his head. "You hate it here that much?"

Oddny's cheeks burned crimson and she stared down at her bowl of stew. "I don't _hate_ it here. I just. . . ." She sighed and took another bite to keep herself from saying something dumb.

Frits chuckled. "No, I know you miss your parents. It's been a long time."

"Yeah," she murmured, pushing a piece of bone around the brown liquid.

"Well," he said after gulping down a large bite. "We'll leave tomorrow first thing. Spend today getting ready and then get a good night's rest before we go."

It was hard for Oddny to finish her breakfast with the excited butterflies fluttering in her stomach. She made due, though, and when her bowl was empty she took her uncle's as well and cleaned them up. Oddny stared at the pot of almost-spoiled stew and sighed.

"Want me to dump this out? It's not going to be any good by the end of the day."

"Hmm?" Frits turned and spent some time contemplating. "No, we'll get rid of it when we come back. I have some appointments to make."

Nodding, Oddny covered the cauldron before neatly folding the furs she slept in.

"Uncle?"

"What?" He was busy changing his shirt.

"Where did you get these? I haven't seen them before."

He gave her a strange look and glanced down at the furs. He furrowed his brow, then opened his mouth in understanding. "They're Ca—your aunt's. I've had them for a while but never wanted to bring them out of storage. Did they keep you warm?"

Oddny fingered the wolf pelt in her hand and smiled. "They did."

Frits grunted, "Good. You ready to go?" but wouldn't look at her.

She patted her pants, straightened out her blouse, then gathered her parka in her arms and checked her shoes. Everything was in order, so she hunched her shoulders and took a deep breath. When her shoulders relaxed, she slipped her parka on and nodded.

"I'm ready."

*:･ﾟ✧

The town of Penshaw was nestled against the ocean and surrounded on all other sides by forest. There was never a slow day, for Penshaw's main gimmick was trade. Most of the residents lived in their various shops, with a few—such as Frits and Oddny—living semi-solitary lives in the woods, coming into town to shop or do other business.

Despite being close to the ocean, the town itself didn't possess any docks nearby. Most of the town boasted beautiful beaches instead, but there were places for ships to land along the northeast side, where the water receded and revealed a steep drop.

It wasn't often they received sea-faring visitors, but still an occasion that presented itself enough to dictate the building of wooden ports. The travel time from the harbor to the town proper was only a few minutes, the direction indicated by a posted sign. Any visitors would need to navigate the thick trees, but it was doable.

Frits' chosen path to town was easy to spot if one looked. Years and years of walking to and from town had worn down the vegetation to leave packed dirt instead. After cresting a small hill, the two travelers came face to face with a bird's eye view of the town.

Oddny chewed absently at her bottom lip, trying to stifle her smile.

Her uncle smirked and patted the top of her head. "Just a little further. I brought your parents' letter. Did you want me to read it while we walk the rest of the way?"

She looked up at her uncle, unable to contain herself from breaking into a radiant beam. "Yes!" She couldn't believe she had forgotten all about it over the course of a single night, but she had been too excited at the prospect of going into town and going home—the thought had been pushed from her mind despite herself.

He removed a folded piece of parchment from inside his parka and smoothed it out. As he began to read, he led his niece down the hill. "'Our dearest Oddy.'"

Those three words were strong enough to cause her eyes to sting with premature tears.

It was how they always started their letters, but it still filled her emotions.

"'We were so happy when your uncle sent the letter saying he would be able to bring you home. We have been sending him what we can to help fund the trip and are glad he's using it wisely.'"

They were sending him things? Did that mean the farm was doing better? Oddny's heart trembled and she worried her hands, losing concentration long enough to almost trip on a large rock in her path. Why hadn't Frits told her any of that? Maybe he'd wanted it to be surprise. And when had he sent them a letter? Though, if she thought about it, he had plenty of time to do so.

Frits continued. "'Though it may be a little while longer until we are able to see you again, we simply can't wait.

"'Your father and I wanted to wait until you were here with us to tell you, and leave this as a surprise, but I don't think I can contain myself! You may need time to prepare anyway, but—you have a brother! A new baby brother. Isn't that exciting, my love?'"

The revelation was followed by a pause as Frits let that information settle in. He watched and smiled at her dumbstruck expression.

"I'm. . .I have a little brother? What's his name? Does it say?" she chattered, grabbing his arm and tugging on it with enthusiasm. "How old is he? Like an actual baby or is he a couple years old now? Does Mom say?"

He chuckled and pulled his arm from her grasp. "Let me finish reading."

"Hurry!"

Shaking his head, he cleared his throat and searched for where he'd left off with the letter. "Ah, here we go. 'His name is Sven and he'll be eight months old by the time you read this. I just know you're going to love him. We can't wait to see you again and how much you've grown. We miss you and we love you, dear. We'll see you soon."

Frits lowered the letter and took a breath. "'Love; Mom, Dad, and baby Sven.'"

Oddny plucked the parchment from his hands when he showed it to her and stared at the writing etched on it without comprehension. She knew what a few names looked like, like her own, but that was the extent. "Which word on here is 'Sven'?" she asked.

Her uncle leaned in and pointed to closing sentiment. "This one here spells his name."

The rest of the walk to Penshaw was spent committing the clump of scribbles to memory. She knew her parents name's in writing—Gris and Pernilla Skovgaard—though they never referred to themselves by name in her letters: Frits had spent a few days teaching her how to spell their names, his, and her own.

However, she was never interested in learning to read in-depth. Frits never had much time to teach her at home, but maybe during the trip he could manage a few extra lessons. It could be a useful skill to have, and could come in handy.

Upon reaching the town, they were greeted by lounging soldiers with stiff nods. They were sat at a station playing with a tattered set of cards. However, once past the outpost and into the more heavily populated town center, the greetings were warmer and it wasn't long before the pair were surrounded by citizens.

"Frits is this your little niece?"

"She's a lot older than I thought she was!"

"She's so cute!"

"Your name's Oddny, right?"

Questions piled on questions and she pressed closer to Frits' side and looked on in bewilderment at the new faces peering at her. Frits never talked much about the other citizens of Penshaw, so she hadn't the slightest idea who most of the people around them were.

Frits set his hand on her head and backed them away from the others. "Alright, alright, calm down everyone. Yes, this is my niece Oddny. I'm sure she'd love to get to know you all better, but we have some appointments to meet," he said, raising his voice enough to be heard. It was the first time Oddny had heard him speak loudly outside of his drunken rampages.

The small crowd still managed to stick around a few minutes longer to introduce themselves to Oddny, though she didn't think she would be able to remember their names.

At last, Frits was irritated enough to steer Oddny away from the nosy people and into a large building. It was hot and humid inside compared to the almost-winter of the outside world. A hefty woman with light, braided hair was standing next to a large tub sitting on glowing coals.

She turned when she heard them enter and grinned.

"Frits! Right on time. And this must be Oddny." She approached them with open arms and embraced a reluctant Frits before turning to Oddny and crushing her in a hug. "He talks about you all the time! My name is Marta, dear, I run this bathhouse."

Oddny was released and she inhaled deeply, rubbing her aching chest. "It's—nice to—meet you," she wheezed.

Marta waved an errant hand, seemingly obliviously to having almost collapsed the poor girl's chest cavity. Oddny rubbed at her sternum and suppressed a cough so she wouldn't interrupt Marta when she said, "Frits never told me how big you were! But this bath should still be perfect for you. You know, Frits, you shouldn't keep a girl her age locked in a cabin all her years."

He averted his gaze and rubbed the back of his head. "I was worried."

The large woman's expression softened. "I understand, dear. But it's been years and the dragons haven't been around in ages. She needs to socialize!"

"I know, sorry." His tone was placating.

With a flourished turn, Marta's attention came back to Oddny and she fluttered her hands toward the tub of water over warm coals. "I've soaked all of my best herbs in this bath so please, take your time and lavish! We'll be in the room over here, so holler if you need something."

She stopped by the front door first to slide a board over the lock to keep people out, then dragged Frits past a heavy curtain. Oddny found herself alone in the warm room and she looked around at the decorative beads and baubles. Candles lit the otherwise dark room—windowless to deter any prying eyes—and added to the warmth.

Once Oddny was sure they weren't going to come back any time soon, she disrobed and slipped into the large basin. Back at Frits' cabin she bathed semi-regularly, but in lukewarm water at best. Some days it was a few degrees above freezing.

Whatever herbs Marta soaked into the water smelled irresistible as she lowered herself into the opaque liquid. Steam wafted into her vision and she sighed with content. After a moment of relishing in the feeling of warmth enveloping her, she found a crude bar of beige-colored soap sitting on a table nearby. Real soap! It was something Frits didn't bother splurging on.

For a time that didn't last as long as Oddny would have wanted, she was care-free and in pure bliss. She did as Marta said and lavished until the woman appeared to make sure she hadn't drowned.
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Clean and feeling more relaxed than she ever had, Oddny followed after Frits as he led her to their third stop. Their second stop had been to another building full of brightly-dressed women who braided her hair into complex plaits and added a few small flowers for an added touch.

"Won't I just get dirty during the trip? And my hair won't stay this pretty after I sleep on it," she said, her hands hovering over her scalp.

Frits smiled down at her. "Think of it as an apology for the last six years. You deserve one day of pampering after being a prisoner for so long." He looked away when their eyes met and sighed. "I only did it because I was scared. You know that, right?"

Oddny swallowed and nodded. "Yes, I know."

After a moment's pause, he asked, "Do you hate me?"

She looked up at him so fast her neck popped. Oddny winced and rubbed the spot that hurt and said, "No, I don't hate you. But I'm glad you finally let me out of that stinky old hut of yours."

"Stinky?" He was concerned and glanced down at her.

However, she was smiling a cheeky grin. He smirked back at her and shook his head. "Whatever you say, Oddny."

The subject was dropped and Oddny sighed under her breath. She didn't know how much mirth she could fake, but it was enough to keep him from prying any further into her feelings about him. Hate was a strong word, and though she understood his reasoning behind it, it didn't stop her from feeling resentment toward her uncle.

They approached a smaller building and were greeted by an older couple who introduced themselves as Heidrek and Ida Halson. Frits spoke with them briefly, and they waved Oddny inside.

Her uncle waited outside for her, speaking to Heidrek about the payment they arranged. Most of it was built-up favors over the years—the bath was paid for in dozens of wedding invitations when Marta's nephew was married—which left the money he'd saved to pay for provisions for their trip.

Their favor had been to ask Frits to help them redecorate and rearrange their home slash storefront. It wasn't quite even compared to their normal prices, but when Frits explained what it was for, they waived any extra fees and called it even. They were more than happy to accommodate for Frits' mysterious niece.

Ida pulled open the door and the two turned. She stood, hunched, in front of the door and made a sweeping gesture with his hand.

"How'd we do?" Heidrek asked, his voice gruff with age.

His wife grinned and said, "Take a look for yourself. Come out, dearie."

When she stepped aside, Oddny strode from the building, no longer donning her old outfit of old pants, short and pleated skirt, old borrowed blouse, and parka. Instead, she was wearing a new set of thick, brown leggings tucked into a pair of white-and-gray striped stockings. Her greenish-brown shirt was finely embroidered and covered by a knee-length apron dress with gold accents. Her shirt was cuffed at the elbows, and she had her parka in her arms. She still wore her old boots, but they were in good condition and didn't need replacing.

Frits rubbed the back of his head and made a crooked smile. "That, uh, suits you a lot better than the stuff I've been buying for you. . .sorry."

Oddny grinned sheepishly and smoothed out her apron dress, though it was already free of wrinkles. The clothes themselves were warm enough, but gooseflesh pricked at her forearms and a chill chased down her spine. "It's okay."

He motioned toward her and shifted his weight. "Do you like it?"

She nodded and spun around once. "I do! Thank you. And thank you, Mr. and Mrs. Halson. It's really quite lovely," Oddny added, turning to the elderly couple and curtseying.

Ida smiled and patted Oddny on the shoulder. "Don't mention it, sweetie."

Smiling, Oddny faced her uncle and clasped her hands behind her back. "What other things do you have planned today?"

Her uncle shrugged and looked over her shoulder. "Some boring bartering over food and a horse. If you don't want to come with me for that stuff, you could explore the town. I know you've never been here before. There are usually some kids your age running around by the beach."

The way he said it made Oddny think it was hard for him to offer. Still, it made her heart soar. Finally, after all these years, he was giving her the freedom she had wished for.

After asking so many times, she would be able to explore and meet other people.

"Really? Are you sure?" she asked, hopeful but still weary.

Frits looked around the village. Everyone was milling and seemed content. It had been weeks since another dragon had been spotted, and that had been miles off shore. Sometimes one would pass by over the town, curious about the place, but it would never land nearby. The last time _that_ happened had been two months prior.

"Yeah. Go have fun." His grin was hesitant, but he was trying. Despite his fears of letting Oddny around town, he felt he owed it to her. The dragon raids had continued for the first five years she'd lived with him, and he risked venturing into town to help pay for their food and other necessities.

And, if he died, he knew Oddny had a place to go. He didn't know what he would do if he lost her. Thus, it was easier to keep her at the cabin.

Oddny waited to see if he would change his mind, but he only nodded in encouragement.

She felt like she was flying and couldn't help the squeal that slipped past her lips. Oddny clapped her hands once and turned to run off, but stopped. After a pause, she spun on her heel and jogged back to her uncle. Without faltering, she wrapped her arms around his waist and hugged him for several seconds. Frits, for a moment, was shocked. He stood still, then took great care in returning the embrace. When Oddny's arms relaxed, he let her go.

"Thank you," she said, grinning up at him. He found no words, sufficing to sniff loudly and nod. Her smile became amused and she twirled once more to head toward the beach, where Frits said she could find others her age.

He watched her progress, and then Ida tapped him on the stomach with the back of her hand. Frits hummed and looked down at her.

"She does look like your wife."

Lips thinning into a line, Frits nodded. "Yeah. Has her mom's eyes though."

Ida nodded—Heidrek was back inside their house, fretting over an order for a frock—and the two of them watched Oddny take in the sights. The young girl glanced back at them occasionally, waving to let them know she was okay.

They would wave back, and Frits waited until she was out of sight to wish Ida a good day and continue about his errands, unaware that it would be the last time he saw his niece.
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><p>CHAPTER THREE<p>

IMPRESSIONS

Oddny didn't know what to expect as she followed the cobbled path through town toward the ocean. The last time she had been with someone her own age was back at her parent's home town—another little girl. They had played dolls.

What did teenagers like to do? Dolls seemed like it was out of the question.

She paced the course line of vegetation growing in the sand, uncertain if she should progress further. The beach was past a small maritime forest that blocked Penshaw from view. Further ahead, over the sound of voices, Oddny could hear the waves breaking shore.

Doubt paralyzed the girl. Would they like her? What if they were mean? She wasn't sure what the point would be, anyway: she was leaving tomorrow.

A girl screamed and giggled out of sight—the sound was followed by excited shouts. Oddny couldn't make out the words, but they sounded like they were having a good time. Curiosity won out over the anxiety. She stepped forward to the edge of the trees and pressed herself to the trunk of one, looking for the source of the noises.

Though it made her feel like a predator, she clung to the bark and peered out, hoping no one would notice her until she was ready.

Two boys, while holding a string of dripping seaweed, were running after a pair of girls and a third boy cheered and laughed from the sidelines. Oddny didn't think being chased like that would be fun, but the girls were giggling and seemed to be enjoying themselves.

Her hands gripped the hem of her apron dress and she inhaled deeply. Frits had done all of this for her—Oddny had a new outfit, was clean as a whistle, and her hair was pristine. She'd wanted so bad to visit town and make friends, and now was her chance. So what if she was going home the next day? At least she would be able to tell her parents she had a few friends.

At least she would have one or two stories to share.

With a new found confidence, Oddny pushed away from the tree and smoothed her clothes out before patting down her braids to make sure no hair was out of place, despite the breeze that tugged at her. She took two deep breaths—in through her nose, out through her mouth—and strode down the slope toward the group.

When she was half way across the sand, the third boy noticed her. He was the spitting image of one of the girls—both were around five and a half feet with slight curls and a ruddy color: Signy and Skuli Blomgren.

Her steps had lost some of the poise she had gathered, replaced instead with a soft gait and nervous glances. Skuli called to the rest of the group and indicated toward Oddny.

The boys dropped their seaweed and joined him, muttering amongst themselves.

Realizing they had noticed her, Oddny faltered in her movement. She considered turning and fleeing—maybe approaching them had been a bad idea. What was she supposed to say? To do?

Her mouth worked, but no words formed.

Snickering, one of the boys in a yak-fur parka lifted a hand in greeting. His hair was a striking color of sand. Hals Poulsen was the third youngest with Signy falling as the youngest. "Hey, never seen you before. You visiting?"

Now she had her opening, but Oddny had yet to find her voice.

Before the situation could become more awkward, she decided on something to say. "I live with my uncle, Frits Iversen."

"The guy who writes letters?" Marit Ekland always sounded patronizing.

Nodding, Oddny continued. "My name is Oddny Skovgaard."

The five of them introduced themselves one by one and Oddny tried to commit them to memory. Marit was distinguishable from Signy due to her lighter hair color and rouge-tinted cheeks. The largest, and oldest, member of the teenage group was Vermund Dahl.

When pleasantries were exchanged, Marit cocked her head to the side and asked, "Why haven't we seen you in town if you've been living with him? He comes all the time for his work."

Oddny lowered her head and fidgeted with her fingers. "He um. . .didn't want me to."

"Why?" Hals asked.

She looked between their faces and shrugged. "I don't know. He was—well you guys know about my aunt? Calla?"

"Oh yeah. . .she and like, three other people were killed in a dragon raid," Vermund recalled with a sage nod. "So I take it he didn't really want you to go into town and get eaten as well, does that sound about right?"

"Yes."

"Man what a drag!"

Skuli and Signy were two years apart from each other. They had remained quiet for most of the interaction, hanging behind the other three. It was Signy who spoke up first, her voice quiet and sympathetic. "What did you do to entertain yourself?"

"I cleaned. . .cooked food. Sometimes I'd explore the forest where our home is," she said, looking down at the ground. "But I'm here now."

Life at Frits' cabin was not what she had come to speak about. The five of them seemed nice, but she hadn't expected them to ask so many personal questions. In hindsight she should have seen it coming, especially when she had been relying on them to control the conversation.

Skuli's neutral expression morphed into a devious smirk. "Exploring, huh? We were just talking about doing some exploring a few minutes ago."

Marit rolled her eyes. "Skuli no one wants to hear about your mysterious dragon."

His sister was quick to stand up for him. "We did see it go into the woods by the docks, though. Last night. Aren't you a little bit curious?"

Oddny looked between them, unsure if she should join the conversation.

Vermund rolled his shoulders. He was built for manual labor, muscle built from years of smithing with his father. "You two seem pretty sure, but who's to say it's even there anymore? It was probably finding somewhere to sleep for the night."

"Okay, maybe, but would you rather stay here and look at the same crabs and seaweed we always do?" Skuli countered.

Everyone shared a glance and Oddny, once again, considered leaving.

However, those thoughts were dismissed when they diverted their attention to her. "What do you think, Oddny?" Hals asked.

She looked between the five of them and chose honesty above the other answers she could give. "Well," she said after minor hesitation, "I've never seen a dragon before. . .I lived too far inland at my parent's place. Not enough fish. And with my uncle keeping me in the cabin—"

Skuli clapped his hands loud enough to startle Oddny, but her reaction went unnoticed by the rest. "Then it's settled! The new girl hasn't ever seen a dragon before, so we gotta go find it."

"Well hang on," Hals said, "what kind of dragon did you think you saw?"

"Why does that matter?"

He snorted. "It only matters _a lot_. I hear some are more dangerous than others."

Marit scoffed and shoved him. He was solid enough that it shouldn't have moved him, but he leaned away from her all the same. "And what makes you the dragon expert all of a sudden?"

Before he could answer, Signy shook her head. "It doesn't matter, we don't know what it was."

"Yeah, we didn't see it _that_ well."

"Alright, alright," Vermund said, raising his hands up. "All in favor of taking an adventure to the forest and hunting down a dragon?"

Skuli, Signy, and even Vermund raised their hands before looking expectantly to Oddny, who was feeling more and more like a trapped deer. She looked between them, then slowly lifted her hand as well, hoping she didn't disappoint anyone.

Hals and Marit sighed, and Vermund grinned. "Well, that's majority."

"Why does the new girl get a vote?"

Signy hit Marit's arm and glared. "Don't be rude just because you lost."

"Yeah Marit, don't be rude," her brother echoed.

She groaned and tossed her arms up. "Well how about you four go and get yourselves eaten? I should go back and help my mom anyway. She didn't look happy when she told me to take the day to hang out with you guys."

"Your mom _never_ looks happy," Vermund pointed out.

"Just like you, Marit!" Skuli jibed.

When she reached out to grab him, he moved out of the way and she growled. "Whatever, I'm going. Hals are you going to join them on their suicide pact?"

He sighed. "Probably. I mean, it's better than going home and helping haul grain. There might not even be a dragon there anymore if it was just holing up for the night. Even if we do find it, it's not like we're going to try to give it a hug—just look at it. Right?"

"Sure," Skuli said, sarcasm dripping from the word. "Whatever you say."

"I swear to Odin, I will not rescue you when you are in the thing's jaws," Hals groaned.

Oddny managed a smile, feeding off the rest of the group, but Marit still wasn't impressed. She huffed and started toward town. "Yeah, okay, have fun dying."

They watched her until she was in the trees, and then Vermund told Skuli to lead the way. He did so with joy. Vermund followed after him walking side-by-side with Hals, and Oddny took up the rear with Signy flanking her.

"Hey," she said, voice quiet again.

"Yes?" Oddny replied sheepishly.

Signy's smile was warm. "I like your hair. Did Marthe do it?"

"Um. . . ." Oddny thought back to the woman who braided her hair for her and tried to recollect the name. "I think that was her name. I. . .met a lot of people today."

She chuckled. "I'm sure that it's a bit overwhelming. But Marthe is Marit's mom, is why I ask."

"Oh. If I had known I would have—"

The other girl shook her head. "Oh no don't worry about it. I was just saying, that's all. Didn't want to make you feel bad."

A blush reddened Oddny's cheeks and she looked away from Signy. "Sorry."

As they trekked further into the woods, the sand gave way to turf and the five of them disappeared into the trees. Conversation centered around teasing Skuli about his dragon sighting, banter Oddny didn't participate in. They navigated the forest with relative ease, but after ten minutes of climbing over stumps and ducking under branches, Hals grew irritated.

"Do you even know where you're going?" he demanded.

Skuli waved his hand behind him. "Yeah, yeah. It's in the general area. I mean, we saw it from the house. It's not like we were with it when it landed."

Vermund groaned. "You have us on a wild goose chase, don't you?"

Signy said, "Cut us a break, isn't this still better than getting sand in our boots?"

"Just barely," Hals huffed.

"Well Oddny's having fun, aren't you Oddny?" Signy said with a turn of her head. Oddny paled and shrank under the spotlight.

Sure she was trying to include Oddny, but she felt there might have been a better way.

"Um—I mean more fun than I would be having back at my uncle's cabin," she admitted with an unsure smile. Signy returned the gesture to encourage her.

"Shh—wait wait," Skuli hissed, extending both of his hands to silence everyone.

They waited a few moments, but heard nothing except the sound of birds. Hals raised his eyebrows and tossed his arms. "Wait for what?"

"Shut up!" Skuli commanded.

Another minute passed with nothing out of the ordinary, still no one said anything. Everything hindered on whether or not Skuli deemed it okay to speak. Two minutes—three minutes crept by until what Skuli was waiting for sounded. In the distance, off to their left, was a mournful groaning that rose on the wind like a ghost's wail.

"What in Valhalla is that?" Vermund whispered, looking around.

"Why. . .could it be our dragon?" Skuli snickered, walking backwards with his arms wide. He took a bow and spun on his heel. "This way to magic and adventure."

Signy motioned for Oddny to follow and they were off into the forest again, following the mysterious noise. They moved away from the docks and deeper into the forest, rendering them unable to notice the single vessel anchored at port.

Oddny jogged to catch up after pausing a moment and decided she couldn't stay silent forever, speaking only when prompted. "Do you think it's hurt? It sounds kind of sad."

Vermund glanced over his shoulder at her. "Who knows. If we can find it, we'll know."

"What would we do if it's hurt?" Hals asked skeptically.

She shrugged and worried one of her braids. "I don't know," she admitted.

Everyone shared a few chuckles at her expense—or at least she thought it was at her expense— but Hals shook his head and said, "You're alright, new girl," and Skuli lead them onward.

All things considered, Oddny was satisfied, though she could have gone without being called _new girl_. They were friendly enough and not even ten minutes after meeting them had she been invited to join their adventure. Maybe she would even be able to see a real, live dragon by the end of the day. With how loud the distressed sounds were becoming, it seemed likely

How disappointed she—and the others—would feel if it turned out to be a deer or an elk.

Deep down she was aware she should be terrified at the prospect of being close to a dragon. After all, it was such a creature that was responsible for her aunt's death and her uncle's condition. Perhaps it had was so she could see for herself how terrible they were.

If they were so in the first place.

Her current group of companions had been young during the time of the raids, but they remembered all the same. Giant beasts that could light themselves on fire, swift ones that fired spikes, and even sea serpents that spat boiling water.

Skuli liked to boast he had seen a dragon wearing bone armor, but the others brushed it aside as another of his tall tales, even if he did insist.

The closer they travelled to the noise, the more it became obvious it wasn't caused by local grazing animals, but something larger. As Oddny had observed upon first hearing the lament, it was similar to a wounded or trapped animal.

When they approached a small clearing, where the howling was originating, Vermund put a finger to his lips to signal silence. It didn't do much to quiet their footsteps, though, and the whining ceased. Still, the five pushed onward until they broke through the foliage and found their goal nestled on the ground.

"See? We weren't making it up," Signy murmured.

It was smaller than Oddny would have guessed. She had always expected, from the way Frits told the stories, that they were huge beasts. The one on the ground trapped under a heavy net, however, wasn't as large as her uncle had made them seem.

Of course, it was still much larger than the tallest man she knew. It was very round and covered in dull spikes. Tiny wings were pinned against it's thick, rock-like hide and it had a dangerous club for a tail. It's bright yellow eyes glared at them from under its prison. The group kept their distance, but inched forward a few more paces.

"What kind is this?" Vermund asked.

Everyone shrugged and shared glances, but Hals finally spoke up. "I think this is the kind that eats rocks and spits lava."

"Why isn't it spitting lava to escape the net?"

"Maybe it's out of fuel?"

The dragon snorted and its short legs scrabbled at the ground, but the net was tied firmly and no matter how hard it struggled, it couldn't free itself. Its deep azure hide faded into a light brown for its underbelly. Teeth jutted out from its under bite, lining its huge jaw.

Made for crushing rocks.

"Should we free it?" Signy asked.

Her brother shook his head. "No way. It'll turn on us and eat us as soon as it's free."

"Who left the trap?" Oddny wondered, unable to look away from the dragon. "Are you guys trying to capture dragons for some reason?"

They shook their heads and Hals said, "No, nothing like that."

"Yeah, I don't know who put this together," Vermund added. "It could have been meant for different prey, but none of the hunters here use this kind of trap."

Oddny's heart tugged at the sight of the trapped dragon. When they had first arrived it had challenged them, but now it seemed resigned and wouldn't even look in their direction. "We can't just leave it here like this."

"Why not?" Hals asked. He was already backing toward the tree line again.

"It seems too sad."

"I'm with Oddny," Signy said. "We don't have to pull the net all the way off. Does anyone have a knife? We'll just cut some of it so it can free itself after we leave."

The three guys rooted around in their clothes until Vermund produced a small blade from his waistline. He held it out at arm's length and stared at everyone in turn. "Alright, so who wants to get close enough to cut the ropes?"

No one spoke up for the longest time. Oddny waited, and the Skuli was the first to speak. "Why don't make the new girl do it?"

She took a step back in surprise. "Me? Why?"

Hals snickered. "Yeah, sure. It could be her initiation into the group."

Signy put her hands on her hips and glared the two boys. "Don't be mean. We don't need to initiate new friends into anything."

Vermund shrugged. "Why don't we just ask her?"

All eyes turned to Oddny and she balked under their gazes. Skuli was chuckling to himself and Hals was smirking. She turned away from them and looked to the trapped dragon, who still wouldn't acknowledge them. Oddny rubbed her hands and took another step back. "I don't know."

"She's _scared_," Skuli jeered.

His sister slapped him. "So are you, idiot."

The taunt did its job, though. Oddny's hands clenched into determined fists and she moved to take the knife from Vermund. "No. . .no I'll do it."

"You don't have to," Signy insisted.

Oddny shook her head and held the knife in both hands. "No, I know. I will, though."

Though Signy's brow was furrowed in worry, the three boys were smiling. This was her chance to impress them, and she was glad to see that it was working. Oddny was full of false confidence, but the dragon was trapped. It couldn't hurt her, and they would be gone by the time it freed itself. If anything, she would feel better knowing she had done something to help the creature.

"Alright, new girl's got guts. Alright, just go cut the net a little bit. It should be able to escape on its own after that," Vermund surmised, motioning toward the netted beast.

Nodding, Oddny faced the dragon and started to inch toward it with small steps. The slight movement caught its attention and its piercing gaze snapped to her. Oddny froze, waiting for it to do anything, but it returned to ignoring her so she pushed onward.

Maneuvering toward its back, she made careful progress until she was so close she could touch it. However, she quashed the desire to pet such a dangerous animal and picked out lengths of the rope and began sawing at it. She kept one eye on the dragon as one link snapped, waiting for a reaction, but once again it was making a point to ignore her.

Still, she could hear soft growling rumbling in its chest.

"It's okay," she murmured. "I'm gonna make sure you can get out. No need to try to eat me. Everything's okay. I'm not a tasty rock."

Signy called to her in a loud whisper. "Just a few more links, Oddny."

She concentrated on working through the material. A second bond broke and she stopped to listen. "Did you guys hear footsteps?"

"What? No! Hurry!" Hals hissed.

Unconvinced, Oddny listened harder. She was certain she heard twigs snapping and branches moving, and it was getting closer. Was it another dragon? Not wanting to find out, she pushed her arm to its limit to cut through the net.

The stomping was too close. She tugged at another binding and when it came apart, she decided it was good enough and stood up just as a large man, one of the largest Oddny had ever seen—not that she'd met many people—stepped out of the trees. A heavy double-sided axe was attached at his hip and he was heavily armored. His appearance had her jumping back in surprise.

"What have we here?" he growled, brow furrowed and teeth bared. "A couple rodents sniffing where they don't belong?

"Scatter!" Skuli shouted behind her.

They broke apart and ran into the woods, and Oddny whirled around to do the same, but the man moved too fast and was too close to her—he lunged and grabbed a hold of her arm, yanking her backwards and threatening to rip her shoulder from its socket. She cried out in pain and struggled to keep her footing.

"Let go! Guys! Help!" she yelled, trying to pry the man's fingers from her arm.

However, they were gone already, disappeared into the woods. They'd left her alone with this bear of a man.

"Tiny lass," he observed, lifting her off her feet after adjusting his grip to under her arm.

Behind them, the bulky dragon was busy slipping from underneath the net. Startled by the arrival of the new man and all of the screaming, it was spurred into action. The man dropped Oddny when he noticed it and moved to stop the dragon, but it tossed the net and fled out from under his nose, those small wings lifting it into the air despite its bulk.

Oddy, holding her shoulder, scrambled to her feet and started to run to safety, but once again she was snatched up and lifted from her feet.

"Where are you going? You just cost me a dragon," he barked.

"I'm sorry!" she wailed, tears welling in her eyes and her heart slamming against her ribcage. His voice was gruff and accented with a slightly different dialect, but she understood him clear enough. "I didn't know! I just felt sorry for it, I didn't know it belonged to someone!"

He harrumphed and narrowed his eyes at her. "What's your name?"

She wiggled in his grasp, shoulder straining and her other hand trying to pull the rest of her weight up to relieve the joint. "Ah—" No. Not her real name. She didn't want him to know that. Oddny swallowed and said the first name that came to her mind.

"Calla. I'm Calla."

The man lowered her until she touched ground, but didn't remove his ironclad grip. "Oh? Calla, then. What do you propose we do about this? You owe me one dragon."

Though she tugged at her arm, he had no intention of letting her go. "I don't know. What—I can go to town and. . .maybe the townsfolk will compensate you? I don't know what else—what do you want? I can't—I can't get you another dragon. I don't know how!"

Understanding her through the tears and held-back sobs was difficult, but he managed. She looked terrified out of her mind and her vain struggling was almost cute. It had been Koll Alfeidson's job to check the trap this time and he'd promised not to come back empty handed. The dragon had escaped, but he had one prey within grasp.

"Maybe you can work off your debt," he suggested with a leer.

She went rigid and started trembling. "Wh-what?"

Before she could blink, he hauled Oddny up and tossed her over his armored shoulder, driving some of the air from her lungs. She grunted and kicked, but he hardly felt her weight let alone the half-hearted attempt to defend herself.

"Please! Please let me go! Where are you taking me?" she sobbed, beating her fists against his back with no effect.

"Have you ever been on a boat?"
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><p>CHAPTER FOUR<p>

REGRET

Signy and the rest of the group sprinted through the forest at varying intervals, but never far from one another. Their hearts were frantic in their chests, and they knew they had to return to town; the man wasn't anyone they had seen before, and he'd looked angry.

When they broke through the trees, they were back at the beach. The small group of adolescents didn't stop there. They continued until they were back on the path leading into Penshaw. Only when they found the adults did they cease their running. Panting and gasping for breath, they all tried to speak at once.

Frits was among the adults they had run into, the others being Skuli and Signy's parents. They had been busy negotiating on dried meat.

"Woah woah, children, what's wrong? Catch your breaths first," the siblings' father—Erik—said, hands raised. His wife, Ulla, opened her arms and welcomed Signy into an embrace, who was shaking. "Now, why don't you tell us what has you all riled up? Slowly."

"We went into the woods because Skuli said he saw a dragon," Hals offered, words tumbling.

Vermund picked up the story; he had caught his breath the fastest and was able to enunciate better. "We found the dragon in a trap and were going to free it."

"Someone showed up!" Signy gasped.

"Who did?" Ulla asked, smoothing down Signy's hair.

Skuli opened his arms wide. "This, really big guy. Bigger even than the soldiers."

Oddny's uncle stepped up and peered over their heads, worry lines creasing his brow. "Have you children seen my niece? She's about your age, Signy. Braided hair? Yay tall?" He held his hand up as a marker. "I sent her to the beach to find you guys."

"Is her name Oddny?" Vermund clarified.

"Yes. You saw her?"

The teenagers turned to look behind them and Signy choked out a sob when there was no sign of the other young lady. "She was—she was _right_ behind us! We _all_ ran. He looked so mad that we were trying to free the dragon and he had this huge axe! So we ran! She was right there—she was with us!"

Frits' face paled and he brushed passed the group and jogged toward the beach. "Oddny? Oddny?" he shouted.

After looking at the others, Vermund joined Frits.

Signy and Skuli's father watched them for a second, then set his hands on Skuli's shoulders and took a breath. "Fetch the guards. Tell them there might be Vikings about."

"Vikings?" Skuli repeated, voice shaking.

"Just go."

He nodded and ran further into town. Erik watched him leave, then turned to his wife. "Take these other two home. Signy, where's Marit?"

"She went home—before we went into the forest," she responded through broken sobs.

"Okay. Good. Don't worry, everything's going to be okay. I'm going to go help them look. Maybe she got separated and lost in the woods, but we'll find her," he assured them, kissing Signy on the head before jogging to catch up with Frits and Vermund.

He caught up swiftly and clapped his hand on Frits' shoulders, making the slighter man jump. "We'll find her, friend. The woods are large."

Though terse, Frits managed a smile and nodded. "You're probably right."

Erik pat his shoulder once more then shifted to look at Vermund. "Show us where you children found the dragon."

"What if the Viking is still there?"

"If he is, we can try to talk to him. Skuli should be along with the soldiers shortly after us if we need protection."

After a moment of hesitation, Vermund relented and headed once more into the forest with both men flanking him. Every few meters they would call for Oddny, but there was never a response. Vermund couldn't follow the exact path and was having difficulty finding the clearing again.

"How did you find it the first time?" Frits asked. Underneath his steady voice was a storm ready to break. His throat was raw from shouting for his niece.

Vermund sighed. "The dragon was making noises. We followed the sounds."

"What should we be looking for?" Erik pushed a branch out of his way and held it for the other two in the miniature search party.

The boy gestured widely in front of him. "There was a small clearing, there should be a net."

Footsteps and breaking twigs caught their attention and the three tensed. The sound of feet beating the forest floor grew louder until a group of soldiers broke through the trees with Skuli at the head. Frits, Erik, and Vermund relaxed.

"Skuli, go back to town," Erik ordered. "I'm glad you brought the soldiers, but go to your sister and mother now."

His son shook his head. "No way. It's my fault we can't find her. I want to help."

One of the soldiers stepped forward and said, "We didn't find her on the way here. Frits, you're her uncle right?"

He nodded. "That's right."

"Is there any way she could have run home?"

"No," he insisted, glancing at the ground. "No, I live on the opposite side of the town."

Lips pursed, the soldier looked around the forest. "Well, we have others back in town waiting to see if she shows up. They'll send a runner if she turns up. We'll check the docks, you four stay here and keep looking for her. Balder, Jarl, stay with them in case they run into the mystery man."

Saluting, the two soldiers left formation to join Erik's group. "Yes Captain Oskar."

The two parties split to search for the missing girl. Tireless hours were spent in the forest in an attempt to locate Oddny. By the time the soldiers made it to the docks, the ship had already been swallowed by the horizon, taking her with it.
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They returned to town shortly after the docks to gather more members to search, including the town's best hunter and tracker. He was able to track the teenagers back to the clearing where they found the broken net and footprints caused by the dragon and its struggles. There, he followed the mystery man's tracks toward the port.

Where they ended.

Lorens Pilkvist stood before the waterfront and shook his head. Captain Oskar approached him and asked, "What say you?"

"He was carrying extra weight when he returned here," he recounted, arms crossed over his chest. He was a grizzled man well into his life. "Not dragging, like if he caught the dragon. I'm afraid he probably took her."

Mutters rippled through the search party as the information was passed on.

The captain grimaced and rubbed his face. "Are you certain?"

Expression solid, Lorens locked eyes with the captain. "I am as certain as I have ever been."

Taking a deep breath, Captain Oskar looked around the docks and brushed his hand over his beard. "Alright. Let's head back to town then. I will break the news to Frits."
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Frits, after checking the cabin in case by some stroke of luck Oddny found her way home, waited in his favorite tavern—run by Hals' parents—for the search party to return. There was no news, and Hals father imparted the same adage every hour: "No news is good news."

Soon enough, someone threw the door open to the tavern. Behind them rain had started to pour, causing the night to seem much darker.

"They've returned!" the woman announced.

He was out of his seat immediately and into the wet town square.

Captain Oskar led the dejected search party back into town, everyone nearly soaked to the bone and their torches dying out. Frits ran to meet them, eyes scanning the darkness for Oddny. "Did you find her? Did you find my niece out there?"

Sighing, the captain placed a sympathetic hand on Frits' shoulder. "We did not, friend. And I'm afraid we might not ever."

His mouth opened but no sounds came for a few seconds. Frits clicked his jaw shut again, took a breath, then attempted speech again. "What. . .do you mean 'we might not ever'? Where is my niece? Where is Oddny?"

Emotion had seized him. Captain Oskar pried Frits' fingers from around his lapel and pushed his hands down to his side. "Lorens followed the trail. She was taken. There's nothing we can do."

Eyes glassy, Frits searched the crowd until he located the hunter. Their eyes met and Lorens inclined his head with a heavy heart. A half-hearted objection left Frits' lips in a garbled moan—if the hunter couldn't find her, no one would. Frits stumbled backwards and wiped his mouth. "There must be something we can do."

The crowd began to disperse, their eyes averted, but the captain and a select few remained to offer condolences—Lorens, Erik, and Vermund. Erik approached Frits, hand half-raised toward him. "There is nothing. They will be miles and miles away. We don't know which direction they left."

Frits paced in a circle as he tried to come to terms with the evidence. When he had fully digested the evidence, his fists clenched and he turned his head skyward, shouting his anger and grief into the rain-filled darkness. He screamed himself to his knees, then doubled over when his breath ran out and beat the side of his fist against the ground.

Everyone watched on until Ida Halson scurried to his side with a heavy wool blanket. She draped it over him and brought her arms around his shoulders. "Come now. Let's get out of the rain."

Though much shorter than Frits, Ida kept up her embrace as she and the grieving man hobbled into her home. The rest of the crowd dispersed, heads hung in defeat. The news spread fast, and by morning everyone knew the fate of Oddny Skovgaard.

No one pointed fingers. No one had to. The group of children and Frits would continue to blame themselves long after the incident.
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Shanghaied

"What do you expect us to do with a whelp, Koll?"

The hefty viking had held tight to Oddny while the ship shoved off, only dropping her onto the swollen wood deck of the ship when enough of his peers had gathered to see what he carried. He nudged her with his foot and she skittered away, clinging to a pile of rope. Tears dirtied her reddened face and she glanced between the strangers gaping at her.

How far were they? Could she leap over and splash her way back to shore? She didn't know how to swim very well, but how hard could it be?

"Don't know. She freed my dragon, though, and I figured we could always use an extra hand on the ship," Koll grunted, lifting his arms as he tried to spot Oddny. The girl was quicker than a spider. He spotted her over by the side and glowered at her.

"More like an extra mouth to feed," someone snorted.

Oddny took a deep breath and pulled herself up to peer over the edge of the boat at the churning waters. Land was swiftly becoming smaller and smaller, and with the storm coming in the waters were too dangerous to risk jumping.

She was stuck. If land was closer she could have kicked and flopped her way to shore. Not anymore, though. The cold mixed with exertion would have tired her out too fast.

Now she would drown for sure.

"Throw her over! Take the loss and face Eret like a man!" another person jeered.

At his words, Oddny threw herself back to the deck and gripped a coil of rope tight. She took a quick look to make sure it was tied to something so if they _did_ try to throw her over, she could hold on long enough to stall and come up with something.

"Yeah, what if she doesn't know how to do anything?"

"She'll just get in the way!"

"Women are bad luck, cast her away!"

Koll growled and stepped toward the growing crowd, one hand on his weapon. "What makes you think she doesn't know any skills? She lived in a trade town!"

Another man stormed toward Oddny. "I'm not giving up my rations for her!"

"I can cook!" she shouted, afraid her silence would bring about her doom. It at least stalled the man's approach.

Everyone fell silent and stared at her for a heartbeat, then a few laughed. One turned to face the back. "Hey Olaf!" he called. "You hear that? She can cook! You need an extra hand helping you out with that?"

A grumble came from behind the group. "I already have more than enough hands crowding my galley and getting in the way, I don't need another pair!"

Her captor shifted his piercing gaze to her and took another step closer, shoving past his cohort.

Had he made a mistake taking this reed-thin girl? If it ended with her being tossed into the drink, he would never hear the end of it.

"Better have more to offer than that, lass," he demanded. "Otherwise you're fish bait."

Gasping, Oddy wrapped her arms tighter around the rope and shook her head. "No! No please don't! Just take me back! I won't tell anyone, I promise. We can't—my town can't come after you anyway and—you don't have to throw me over!"

The man next to Koll leered at her, one of his teeth missing. "Sorry lass. We have certain. . .time constraints. Can't be taking the time to sail you back to your dink town."

Even though it had been a long shot, her heart still sank.

"Then—then—I can do other things! Like. . .like clean! And—and I lived on a farm before, I can take care of livestock! Please—please don't throw me overboard!" Her voice broke and she gulped in lung-fulls of air in an attempt to keep the tears at bay. It wasn't working.

Someone gripped her by the upper arm and pulled her upward. She kept her hands on the rope and brought it with her.

"First rule," Koll's gruff voice growled, "no tears."

Oddny nodded with rapid movements and sniffed wetly, gasping and brushing her tears on her shoulder. "O-okay. Okay." Though her voice was shaky, she was doing her best to strengthen it.

Koll dropped her again to the floor, but this time Oddny managed to keep her footing despite a few seconds of staggering. "Good," the Viking muttered. He turned to the others and lifted his arms to the air. "Is that good enough until we rejoin Eret?"

Mumbles rippled through the group like a wave. Another man pushed past the rest and appraised Oddny.

"What's her name?" he asked.

Oddny glanced between Koll and the new man. Everyone present was so large, but these two seemed to be the largest of the bunch. "C-Calla."

"Calla, eh?" He stroked his thick beard. "You can clean and tend to livestock?

"Y-yes." Her lip quivered.

He grunted. "Koll, she's your responsibility until we reach Eret's ship. Keep her in line and out of trouble. Keep her fed. Calla?" The crisp address snapped her attention to him. "You will stay below deck and see to the captured dragons."

Her heart skipped a beat—there were dragons aboard? It had taken all of her courage to venture close enough to the first one, now she would be held responsible for the ones on the ship? When she had mentioned tending livestock, she had thought she would take care of sheep or chicken, maybe cattle at the most.

But dragons?

"H-how?"

The captain snapped his fingers toward the band of Vikings behind him. "You there, Hored."

"Aye, Sorkvir?" The man stood at attention.

"Show her to the pens. Tending farm animals will likely be very different compared to dragons. Give her a swift rundown on their care. Koll, while he does that, find her something to sleep on." He used his sword to punctuate each command and every swing made Oddny flinch.

"Why?" Koll snorted, already unhappy he had to be the girl's keeper.

Sorkvir glared at him. "Are we in the habit of asking stupid questions? Because that's an _order_, that's why! Now _go_ and don't question me again or it'll be _you_ thrown overboard!"

Koll grumbled about the dragons keeping her warm, but stalked off all the same. Oddny felt a pang of fear in her gut—would he use this to make her life even more miserable in the future? Her thoughts were interrupted when Hored ushered Oddny toward the center of the ship. Sorkvir barked commands at the other members to return to their posts.

Oddny followed him into the depths of the ship. Everything was silent up until they made landing into the hold. As soon as they were spotted by the caged dragons, the pair was greeted with demanding snarls and angry roars. Oddny resisted the urge to hold on to Hored.

"Don't pay them any heed," he said over the cacophony. "They're locked up tight and make a lot of noise to make up for it."

She nodded and trotted after him as he led her toward the back. "We keep the fish they eat back here. Give them each six or seven fish once in the morning and once at night. You're lucky our quota was low, otherwise there would be twice as many dragons. Though. . .we'll still be low one dragon after today."

He gave her a pointed glare and she shrank back. Sighing, he motioned toward the barrels of fish. "There's the food. Don't worry about catching the fish, this'll last us until we meet with the rest of the trappers."

"Do they bite?" Oddny asked, examining a caged beast with scales a deep crimson color.

Hored laughed and pointed at the dragon. "You see that huge mouth full of teeth? You telling me you can't decide whether or not it _bites_?"

Her face flushed red and she shied from the dragon as it eyed her. It seemed as though it used its wings as a set of legs to keep balance. The beast caught her staring and hissed, causing her to leap back and scurry to catch up with Hored.

"Why don't they use their fire to escape?" she asked, glancing over her shoulder at the beasts.

He followed her gaze and shrugged. "What kind of dragon trappers would we be if we didn't use dragon proof materials?"

She pursed her lips and murmured, "There are such things?" under her breath.

"What was that?"

"Nothing."

Grunting, Hored continued. "Just pick the fish up and toss them close to the cage so they can reach it. Don't stray near or else you might get clawed, and try not to make them angry. Don't worry about being set on fire, we've trained that out of them. Amazing what you can do by simply withholding food for a few weeks. If someone does spit flames at you, don't feed them for a couple days."

Oddny nodded, but the mere mention of a dragon attempting to cook her alive made her heart beat against her ribcage.

"When you're done feeding everyone," Hored continued, "your job is to clean. Everything. The floors, the cages. . . . There's a few buckets and mops over there in the corner. Sorkvir doesn't come down here to inspect, but I will. When it comes time to clean their cages, come find me."

For a few minutes she followed after him, taking in all the procedures he defined. When he asked if she had any questions, she could think of only one.

"What type of dragon is this?" she inquired, indicating to a lazy lump resembling the dragon she had freed in the woods. It had the same club-tail, underbite—though it seemed all the dragons shared that similar trait—and tiny hummingbird wings.

Hored stared at it for a second, then answered. "A Gronkle."

"And that one?" she indicated to the dragon that walked on its clawed wings.

"A Monstrous Nightmare. Have you never seen any of these dragons before?"

She shook her head. "The one I, uh, freed, was the first one I'd seen up close. I'd only heard stories before that."

He sighed and rubbed his beard. "No wonder you were able to approach it without fear; you didn't know any better. They're all dangerous in their own rights. The Gronkle might not look like much, but it'll spit lava at you if you let it eat rocks. The monstrous nightmare can light itself on fire. . . ."

The man spent another length of time explaining the different types of dragons and what they were capable of. Some fired spikes, others changed colors, some turned invisible—but most of them breathed fire of some sort. They had limited shots, but Oddny wasn't sure how those shots were replenished. She imagined it was with time and through eating.

Koll stormed down the steps and tossed a sleeping pallet to the ground, startling Oddny. Hored turned and made a face. "Odin's beard, what has you in such a fit?"

Ignoring Hored, Koll pointed at Oddny and then to the pallet. "You sleep down here. When your duties are done, you'll come to the galley to eat. So long as you have all your work complete, you can go where you like, but _do not_ interfere with anyone else's work!"

She nodded her head in jerky motions, hands clasped against her chest. "Yes, sir."

Once Koll—muttering obscenities to himself—marched back up the stairs to the main deck, Hored grimaced at Oddny and pushed her pallet across the floor until it was up against a wall. "Don't mind him. He seems to think he was going to be celebrated if he brought you here."

Sniffing, Oddny sat on her "bed" and drew her legs up against her chest. "I want to go home."

Her guide was quiet, then backed up to the stairs. "It stays pretty warm in here at night with the dragons, so you shouldn't get too cold. . . . If you do, just, uh, come find someone. The dragons already ate earlier, so just. . .clean, I guess."

He stopped halfway up the steps and leaned back down. "Just—not Koll. Anyone else."

With that, he disappeared up the steps. Whatever duties he found to attend to topside would be better than trying to comfort a prisoner. A _crying_ prisoner. _Honestly_, Hored found himself thinking, _what was Koll thinking bringing such a person on board?_

Oddny waited for silence to fall—save for the idle sounds of the dragons shifting and snoring—before wiping her eyes on her sleeve and looking around the dark hold. Torches were barely able to bring light to the furthest corners, leaving a bleak stone in her stomach. It smelled of burning sand and wet wood, and even with the presence of the dragons she felt lonely.

Still, she rose to her feet and started on her chores. If there was one thing she knew how to do, it was distract herself with labor.

But where to start first? Cleaning, as Hored said, but what needed to be cleaned first? She wasn't hungry, either—her stomach was too knotted and queasy for that. Even if she was, she didn't want to deal with a rowdy bunch of ravenous Vikings. Oddny would find something to nibble on later.

Her duties weren't yet finished, anyway. Koll would have her head if she attempted to eat before doing anything, she was sure of it.

Truth be told, she didn't want to clean up after the dragons.

Or feed them.

She didn't want to be thrown overboard, though, so she set to work on scrubbing the floorboards and walls. Seawater sloshed in through the cracks with breaking waves, but not enough to soak her—only enough to leave salty residue.

Maybe she should have jumped overboard after all.
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It was dark and quiet on deck. Oddny pressed up the stairs cautiously and peered into the cool night air. Compared to the dragon-heated underbelly of the ship, it was close to frozen topside. She hugged herself tight, considering retreating back into the warmth.

If there was one thing the dragons were good for, it was their heat.

Though she had finished her duties long ago, before darkness fell, she had remained safe in the hold, away from the torrential rain. The storm hadn't lasted long, but long enough to give her bruises by tossing her about as the wind rocked their ship.

Her stomach reminded her of her mission with a deep rumble. She put aside her trepidation and ventured forward. It had been the better part of eighteen hours since she'd last eaten, and it had caught up with her despite being sick with fear. She would need her strength if she was going to survive working for Vikings.

The only problem was, she didn't know where the galley was.

However, the ship didn't appear very large. Oddny hadn't seen many in her lifetime, though, so she didn't have a reference to compare it to.

A pair of Vikings spoke in undertones to each other near the rail. Oddny kept one eye on them as she attempted to sneak past. They were more observant than she allowed them credit—not three steps and they were addressing her.

"Oi, you're Koll's new pet, aren't you?" the smallest of the two called.

She stood, paralyzed to the spot, and stared at them with her mouth agape. They shared glances, then snickered and approached her. Oddny managed a step back.

"Yeah," the big one intoned. "who else could it be? How many other whelps have we here?"

"Just the one."

They circled her and the small one put a hand on her shoulder, making her jump. "You looking for something. . .what's your name again?"

"C-Calla," she gulped.

"Yes, right. I'm Sledge and this is Knuckles."

The small one, Knuckles, popped the joints in his fingers to drive the nickname home.

"Charmed," she whispered, not meeting their faces.

"So are you lost or something?" Sledge asked, leaning down and gripping her chin.

A blush crept up her neck and she looked away from him. "I was trying to find the. . .uh, galley. I was, um, hungry."

Knuckles laughed and Sledge slapped her hard on the back. Oddny stumbled forward and choked on her breath. "Why didn't you say so! We'd be happy to show you how to get there. Right this way, little Calla."

She would have been happy to follow behind them, but they insisted on keeping her in between their bodies, jostling and teasing her the entire walk. All she wanted to do was sink into the floorboards and disappear forever, but no matter how hard she concentrated on just that, it didn't happen. They stopped at the galley and motioned inward.

"There you are, little whelp. A veritable smorgasbord, just for you," Knuckles chuckled, then shoved her inside before heading back out with Sledge, guffawing the entire time.

Oddny shot a sour look over her shoulder and tried to smooth her ruffled feathers.

That he could speak such large words and come out unscathed surprised her.

The galley was lit with flickering candles and a single lantern. A man Oddny had yet to meet was hunched over a pile of bowls and plates. She stood in the doorway, unsure if she should call out or help herself to the food, but she didn't see any upon immediate inspection of the galley.

"What do you want?" the man demanded without looking at her, making Oddny jump.

"Uh. . . ."

"Spit it out."

At last she was able to swallow her insecurity and stepped forward with some help from her hungry stomach. "Is there any, um, food left that I could eat?"

He glanced over his shoulder and squinted at her, then indicated to a large pot. "There."

Lips pursed, Oddny maneuvered sideways to the pot, looked around for a bowl, then stared at the pile of clean dishes Olaf had amassed. Her mouth bobbed with a silent request, then she shuffled toward him and, keeping him in her side-long gaze, quietly pilfered one of the clean bowls. If he noticed, he said nothing and she moved back to the pot.

Inside was a familiar sight. Brown sauce the consistency of mud and various veggies and meat. She scooped up a small portion, scraped the excess of stew off the lip of the pot, then scurried to sit at the long table. One man was still there, passed out in his seat.

She sat as far from his possible, though he was dead center.

It was then she realized she had no spoon. She stayed seated and scanned the room, then hopped off the bench and retrieved one from the pile, gauging Olaf's reaction as she went. When he ignored her again, she scuttled back to eat her stew.

Though it wasn't how she usually made it, it filled her stomach and had her feeling better by a margin. It was warm and fresh, which was more than she could say about her last meal. Warm, maybe, but far from fresh. She knew she had a while of leftovers to look forward to, but the meal was a small beacon of light in her otherwise bleak day.

Across the table from her, the man jerked in his sleep. She started, then shook her head at herself and finished off her stew.

Olaf was still cleaning the rest of the dishes. Oddny wondered how many had been used that day and how many were there from previous meals—the crew was big, but the pile of dishes looked even larger.

"Um, it was good, thank you," she said as she stood behind him.

He grunted and turned to her at last, brow furrowed. "What?"

Oddny leaned back and averted her gaze to the ground. "The, the stew. It was good, so, um, thanks for. . .making it?"

For a few more seconds he stared at her, appraising her expression. Olaf wasn't accustomed to being thanked for his work, and more often than not the rest of the crew told him that his food tasted like seasoned, stale wood. He decided she was only being polite and grunted. "Whatever you say."

His second surprise of the night was Oddny sidling up next to the tub of water, where she began scrubbing her own bowl. Olaf had expected her to sneak it back into the dirty pile and scurry away like a frightened mouse, the same she had done when pulling the bowl and spoon. Then she picked up another bowl to clean?

When she noticed him staring, she stopped and took a step back. "Sorry. . .am I not supposed to help?" she asked, worrying the hem of her apron dress.

"Didn't think you would, that's all."

With the penalty of not pulling her weight the threat of being thrown into the freezing, murky depths of the sea, she couldn't imagine _not_ helping. She kept her eyes down and said, "I did the dishes at home, so it's a habit, I guess. Sorry."

Turning, Olaf shrugged. "Well clean as much as you want. Fat lot of help the rest of my so-called helpers are."

He made room for her at the tub and she fell into the cathartic rhythm of scrubbing and rinsing. It was almost as strange for her as it was for Olaf, having someone cleaning with her. Olaf was granted the occasional busboy when someone stepped a toe out of line, but none had had ever _wanted_ to help.

No one wanted to swab the decks, either. Cleaning was a task beneath the Vikings, who were used to battle and pillaging—much more noble deeds.

Yet it was soothing for Oddny. It was a routine she was familiar with, and she was able to forget for a brief spell that she wasn't back home with her uncle a room away. She was able to forget that she'd been kidnapped and was miles away from home.

It was only for a while, though, until the dishes were done.

Until she had to make the trek back to her "quarters", past the jeers of Knuckles and Sledge and sleepy gazes of the dragons. Her thin pallet was waiting. She missed the furs Frits had granted her, even the floor she slept upon. She settled into a curled position, her back to the wall.

Sleep didn't come easy to her for the second night in a row.
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><p>Chapter Six<p>

Routine

Her night was long and fitful. Sleep would welcome her into its warm embrace only to rescind and push her back into the waking world. Even as light seeped through cracks she refused to rouse and start her duties. She curled up with her hands over her head to block everything out. Dried tears left streaks on her face.

The feeling of eyes locked on her convinced her to leave her pallet that morning.

Fearing it was one of the Vikings, she uncurled with a stiffness in her limbs and sat up, blinking until her eyes focused on the cages around her.

There was no one in the room but the dragons in their confines. They were all turned toward her, heads tilted and eyes soft. When they realized she was up, they rumbled and murmured, shifting in their small pens.

Oddny stood and attempted to smooth out her sleep-crumpled clothes. It proved a fruitless endeavor, so she gave it up and moved to the barrel of fishes, assuming the dragons hungry. The number Hored told her seemed low, but she figured it was to conserve rations. She couldn't imagine trying to live off five or six fish a day when you were that large.

She expected a chorus of demanding roars the second she pulled free some fish, but no such thing happened. The dragons remained silent, watching her work.

Well, she figured it would change when she offered the meal.

Surely she'd have to be careful not to lose her hand.

However, when she tossed the armful of fish before a petite Nadder with dull green scales and red dots, the dragon took them with tender bites, gulping them down in one swallow. It cocked its head to the side and chirped.

Had Hored exaggerated their ferocity, or where they docile due to their capture?

Each dragon was the same. Oddny went from reptile to reptile, throwing the fish inside the cages to keep her distance. Her confidence grew with every successful feeding, with each dragon taking vigilant care around her. Eventually she was brave enough to hand her charges their food, letting them eat straight from her hand.

They looked at her with such sadness, even after their stomachs were full. Oddny had seen the expression before, sometimes from her uncle and then again in the eyes of the townsfolk when he had taken her shopping.

But were they capable of such emotions?

"What?" she asked, her voice timid. She wasn't sure if they could even understand her.

Several of the dragons crooned and pressed against the bars of their cages. They whuffed and growled, shuffling in the cramped space in which they were forced to live. Some of them looked to her meager sleeping arrangements and tilted their heads at her.

Pity. Sympathy. That was what Oddny saw reflected in their bright eyes.

All of them were in the same position, Oddny realized. Trapped, far from home. They had spent all night listening to her whimper and cry. The longer she studied their faces, the more she believed that though they were animals, they were far more intelligent than they let on.

Sighing, Oddny sat nearby. "You don't want to be here anymore than I do, huh?"

They heaved heavy breaths and set their heads down on the ground, watching her. She offered them a smile and said, "Maybe it's just until we get where we're going. Maybe you'll get out of the cages then. It's possible, right?"

No answer came, only more somber blinking.

Oddny glanced around at the imprisoned dragons and lifted herself from her pallet. She stopped by the closest one, the one housing the Nightmare she'd met earlier. The door had a slide lock that required a key, and no matter how hard she tugged it wouldn't come loose.

The dragons watched her with little hope, but offered her encouraging whuffs and chortles.

"Sorry," she said, chagrined.

Still, she felt better for trying. Oddny took relief in imagining the chaos it would have caused the Vikings. The scenes created in her mind's eye brought her great pleasure. Oddny pictured the dozen or more dragons topside, pulling planks free and burning the sails.

She imagined being carried off by one of them, back to her home while the Vikings tried to salvage their sinking ship.

Even in her hate-filled imaginings, she could not bring herself to wish upon them a watery grave. They escaped their fate on flotsam, shaking their fists and cursing the girl Koll had mistakenly brought aboard as punishment.

Alas, it wasn't meant to be that easy. They wouldn't have made the cages a simple matter for anyone to open. The last thing they'd want were all of the things she was wishing for—an escape for the dragons and for herself. If any passerby could open the cages, it was inviting disaster. They were brutish, but they weren't stupid.

Sighing, Oddy left the dragons to their devices and went about gathering the supplies needed to scrub the cages. Hored arrived soon after, aware of how long it should take to feed the dragons. He had allotted her a few extra minutes, assuming she'd sleep in after the day before.

His presence alone was enough to spiral the hold's atmosphere out of control.

The morose air shifted dangerously when the dragons caught wind of the Viking. Their quiet shuffling became the scrape of claws against wood, the brush of scales against metal bars and they growled and groaned.

Oddny turned toward the stairs, afraid Koll had returned, but relaxed by a margin when it was the man whom she replaced. The dragons did not share in her relief.

"Good morning, sir," she greeted him with a polite curtsey.

He waved her off and said, "Morning. Came down to see how you were doing. Everyone ate for you? You have all your fingers and limbs?"

She nodded and motioned toward the bucket and mop. "Yes, sir. I was about to begin cleaning."

"Skip it," he quipped, standing as far from the cages as the ship would allow. The beasts were glaring openly, but knew better than to do more than that. "They'll just make a mess after they're done digesting. Come get breakfast."

Though he turned to lead her away, Oddny paused. "I can wait until everyone else is done."

Hored looked over his shoulder and eyed her. "Most have eaten already, but the daily duties begin in an hour. . .you can come up then, I suppose."

"Yes, I would prefer that."

Shrugging, Hored turned and left without another word. He didn't mention that there might not be much left to eat if she waited too long, but he wasn't her babysitter so he wasn't going to go out of his way for her.

If she starved, that would be Koll's fault.

Even as she declined his offer, her stomach clenched. She was used to eating before bed and before her morning chores, which would have started hours ago if she were back home.

But she could wait.

Until then, she tidied up her pallet and took care of the salt buildup around the edges of the wall, scrubbing the spots with a rag she'd found lying around.

It seemed she had only just begun when she heard heavy footsteps storming down the stairs.

Oddy scrambled to stand and greet the Viking coming, but before she could turn and face him, a familiar hand grabbed her arm roughly and she bit back a squeak of surprised pain.

"Hored said you aren't eating?" Koll snarled.

"I—I'm sorry, I just wanted to get some chores done first," she pleaded, leaning her weight back to try and escape his grip. "I was going to eat shortly, I promise!"

Koll hauled her toward the stairs. "Captain told me to make sure you eat, so eat!"

"Yes, okay, I'm sorry! Please let me go."

He ignored her and dragged her up on deck. Others milled about, muttering and cursing about their morning chores while others tended the various positions that kept the ship on course. Few spared them glances.

"You're hurting me," Oddny whimpered.

"Olaf starts breakfast at dawn and we eat after the sun has risen. Lunch is after the sun has reached its peak and begun to fall. Dinner is after the sun has set. You will be no more than an hour late, and you're already an hour and a half past breakfast!" he lectured, leading her toward the galley.

Tears prickled the corner of her eyes, but she blinked them away and mustered a retort. "What if I'm not hungry?"

"You'll eat anyway," Koll snapped.

"Hey Koll! Taking your pet out for a walk? Better keep her on a leash!" Knuckles chided as they neared the galley. Sledge was next to him, snickering, and Oddny wondered if they had even left the spot from last night.

Koll shot him a side-long glare, then punched him in the gut with his free hand as he passed, knocking the wind from the smaller Viking. Sledge found that even more amusing than his friend's taunt; his unbridled guffaws followed Oddny and Koll into the dining area. She barely caught the end of Knuckle's demands for him to quiet.

Her captor tossed her inside and she stumbled, but remained upright from sheer force of will. "Eat, then see about your chores!"

With a flourish of his cape, Koll turned and left her there. Her face burned tomato-red and she was close to crying from embarrassment. There were still men seated at the tables, and they were staring at her as if she'd grown a second head. Oddny kept her gaze down and headed to the line.

Olaf was continuing his perpetual duty of cleaning the dishes. Oddny pilfered a bowl from the clean pile and served herself a meager portion of the porridge he'd made. After being accustomed to leftovers for breakfast, she found herself looking forward to eating and partially glad that Koll had come to fetch her.

Though, he could have gone without the manhandling and ill treatment. She wasn't some petulant child, after all.

Still, she would take what silver linings she could find.

"Good morning," Olaf grunted suddenly.

Oddny nearly dropped the serving spoon on the floor but managed to land it in the pot. "Good morning!" she warbled, picking the spoon back up to finish her serving.

"Ignore Koll. The others have been tormenting him relentlessly since yesterday. Failure isn't something one lives down easily in this group," Olaf explained, adding another plate to the clean pile. "He's taking it out on you, since you were the one who thwarted him."

She sniffed and shook her head. "I didn't mean to. I just thought the dragon was stuck in the trap on accident."

"So you're saying you wouldn't have freed it if you'd known?"

"I don't know," Oddny admitted. "Probably not. We thought it was stuck and I wanted to prove to my new friends that I was brave, so I cut it loose."

"There were others with you?"

She nodded and pulled her bowl close to her chest. "Yeah, just a few."

"And they just let you be captured by a Viking?"

"No!" she declared too quickly. "I mean. . .we were all scared. . .they ran and I just happened to be closer to him. . . ."

Olaf grunted. "They ditched you."

"They didn't!"

He waved her off and returned to his tedious. "Go eat."

Disgruntled, she did what she was told after filling a cup with water. She picked a table with the fewest men, seating herself at the far end. Her food was warm, but no longer hot and fresh. She stared at the off-white porridge substance with her brow furrowed.

Vermund and the others hadn't ditched her. She'd only been unlucky. They were all scared, she was certain of it. Maybe they had met minutes prior, but they wouldn't have ditched her.

What could they have done, anyway? Koll was so large. He would have fought them all off.

However, Olaf had planted the seed of doubt in her mind. On purpose perhaps not, but planted it all the same. What if they had come to her aid? Koll would have sent them away with little effort, but maybe she would have escaped.

Or maybe they all would have died. What else did he use that large weapon for if not to kill meddling children?

It was better that she was the one who had been captured, she decided. After all, it _had_ only been her. They hadn't known her that long and she was going to leave the following day, anyway. For the longest time she'd lived in her uncle's cabin, hidden away.

If any of the others had been captured—or killed—in her stead, the good people of Penshaw would have resented her.

In the grand scheme of things, she was nothing.

It was better that she was the one who had been captured, who had gone missing.

Tears threatened to spill again and she did her best to halt them, even as she tried to convince herself of her own worthlessness. She was used to being cooped up. She was used to doing a great number of chores. She was used to having someone yell at her.

Sure, her uncle loved her and only yelled occasionally. He had treated her better, offered her the best he could under the circumstances, but the situation wasn't much different.

It was better that she was the one who had been captured.

A wet trail formed on her cheeks and she rushed to brush them off. The lukewarm food held like a stone in her stomach. She wanted it to be true, she wanted to believe that it was better. That she could handle anything the Vikings threw at her.

But she didn't want to.

She wanted to be home with her uncle, preparing for her trip. She wanted to be on the road, thinking of all the things she was going to tell her parents. She wanted to tell them about the good and bad things about living with Frits, assure them that he'd done his best but that she wanted to stay with them from now on.

Her hair stood on end and unease wound its way into her chest. She was being watched, and she tried to keep more tears from falling. Koll had told her that was one of the rules, that she couldn't cry. The last thing she wanted was more of his ire.

Crying in front of the dragons was one thing, but she refused to do so in front of the Vikings surrounding her.

Oddny forced herself to stop thinking about her situation. To stop belittling herself.

The Vikings were going to do enough of that. She couldn't join them. She couldn't let them whittle her down like that. It had only been one day, and the only one who was relentlessly mean was Koll. Sledge and Knuckles hadn't been straight up mean, even if they had been rude.

But there was Hored, and Olaf wasn't so bad either.

There was only one thing she could do: take the days one at a time and try not to lose hope.

After gulping down the last of her breakfast, she once more joined Olaf's side and offered help with the dishes. If she focused on chores, she'd be okay.

"You don't have to help," Olaf commented.

"It's fine," she breathed. "My chores with the dragons don't take long. I need something to do."

He shrugged and said nothing more on the matter. If someone wanted to help him with the never ending pile of dirty plates and bowls, who was he to complain.

They scrubbed and dried in silence, chipping away. When she could no longer stand the lack of conversation, she worked up the nerve to ask Olaf the question that had been burning a hole in the back of her mind.

"What are you capturing dragons for?"

Olaf sent her a side-long glance and cleared his throat. "We're good at it, and we get paid to."

"What do other people want with dragons?"

"What do people want with any animal?" he countered. "They might eat 'em, they might use their scales or teeth in jewelry, anything. But, our main buyer uses them as an army of sorts. Dragons are fierce predators, after all."

She couldn't deny the logic. Big fangs, big claws, control of the sky, and fire-breathing prowess. Anyone who controlled an army of dragons would be unstoppable.

"Are they easy to control?"

This Olaf laughed at. "Easy? Gods, no. They fear little! You think if we freed the dragons down below they'd still do what we wanted? No, they'd kill and eat us the second they thought they had the freedom! The only thing keeping them under control is the fact that they're behind bars."

The color drained from Oddny's face. Had she really thought about freeing such beasts?

But she couldn't believe they would have eaten her. They'd been so quiet and docile until Hored showed up. She could believe that they'd eat the Vikings.

None of it mattered. She couldn't free them even if she wanted to.

"So then how does your buyer control them?"

He shrugged. "People and beasts alike fear him. He commands them with brute strength and horrible threats. You'll understand if you see him."

"How will I know him?"

"You will," he intoned.

Oddny glanced up at his dark expression and her heart quivered. If dragons feared such a man, she hoped that he wouldn't meet him. She thought Koll was the scariest person she had ever met, and the dragons treated him the same as everyone else.

"You better go back to your duties. I have to start lunch and we've cleaned enough dishes. Don't want you getting in trouble with Koll," Olaf said, interrupting her thoughts.

Nodding, Oddny dried her hands and scurried from the now-empty galley.

*:･ﾟ✧

The following week passed in much the same pattern. Oddny would wake up to the eager, hungry eyes of her dragon charges so she'd feed them their insufficient breakfast. After they were as fed as they could be, she would high-tail it to the galley to fill her own stomach. Olaf received her help with the dishes, and then she was back to her chores.

In two days she had the routine down pat. By the third day she had it perfected and found herself with too much down-time, so Hored sent her to swab the deck with the rest of the lowest-on-the-totem pole crew members.

She didn't mind. The less free time she had, the less she thought about her parents or her uncle. Or the brother she might not get to meet.

Koll still made himself a thorn in her side every day. He couldn't find much to complain about when she was working, but he made his distaste for her known through rough bumps and sharp commands. At the very least he was satisfied that she had made herself useful and the rest of the men had stopped tormenting him about bringing a frail aboard.

But he couldn't let her live down the fact that she had bested him. It wasn't like it was a true contest, but the dragon had escaped because of her. There wasn't anything he could have done about it, but the crew wouldn't let him forget.

The great Koll Alfeidson, defeated by a whelp from a farming village.

Anyone who dared say it where he could hear it was promptly beaten, and he had thrown one man overboard. The sod had been fetched from the drink post haste, but after that no one said anything to Koll's face.

He hardly came to the hold, so if Oddny needed a reprieve she would stay down with the dragons and out of sight.

In fact, not many but Hored ventured in to see the dragons. They made it clear that none were welcome, greeting anyone but Oddny with snarls and threatening puffs of smoke. Hored made a comment about it, but Oddny had no explanation for him so he brushed it off as nothing more than her youth and innocence.

However, late at night Oddny commiserated with them on their predicament. She sat close to their cages and told them of what little memories she had of her farm. They could not tell her their stories, so she made up he rown harrowing tales of their greatness.

She told them what she would do if she ever escaped or was freed. How she wanted to meet her brother, and how she looked forward to seeing her parents.

It made their stay in captivity a little more tolerable.

Oddny enjoyed her time in the hold. Though she missed watching the sky and looking at scenery, she didn't want to be on deck more than she had to. She could pretend not to notice the leers and predatory stares from the crew, but she couldn't ignore the way it made her skin crawl.

There was only one such time when a group of them had become too friendly.

She was sitting in the back of the galley as alone as she could be, eating the meal that Olaf had prepared. The group sitting at her table had sandwiched her in and were guffawing and jeering at her, asking questions that she didn't want to answer.

"How old are ya, lass?"

"Bet all the lads in your town were throwing themselves at you, eh?"

"Wouldn't ya feel more comfortable without that heavy dress on?"

Olaf had come to her rescue, demanding she help him in the kitchen with the dishes and preparing the next meal. The men around her had shouted and groaned, but Olaf shut them down with a swift smack to the head from his ladle.

Oddny had thanked him, but he said nothing further about it, only told her to finish eating in the kitchen and to have all her meals there from then on.

It wasn't that she was particularly pretty, Oddny felt. She could have had the face of a sow and they would have given her the same attention. After all, she was the only girl aboard a ship full of men. The attention was something she would have to get used to.

And for the most part, she was good at keeping a straight face. She went topside when she had to and didn't dawdle. Sometimes Hored escorted her, and Olaf continued to let her eat in the kitchen.

The only time she had to fend for herself was when she was swabbing the deck, but the captain grew irate if the others helping her stopped work to taunt her. He was swift the threats and anyone out of line was forced to clean the facilities.

All things considered, Oddny was surviving. The most she had to complain about—besides the creepy crew members—was she didn't have any way to clean her clothes or take a bath. Out on the sea there was a shortage of clean water, and it was used for drinking. Salt water was not something she wanted to freshen up with.

As the week drew to a close, Oddny noticed a change in the demeanor of the men around her. They were in high spirits and worked twice as hard. Some even joined her and Olaf in dish cleaning. Hored inspected the dragons more often, and told her to feed them as much as they could eat.

Having full stomachs left the dragons happier, and that lifted Oddny's own spirits, even if the feeling was muted and hollow.

When she awoke on the morning of her seventh day of captivity, it was to raucous noises and shouts on deck. The dragons were restless, perturbed by the sudden increase of volume. Oddny tried to calm them with some food, but they refused to eat the last of the fish.

"What's wrong?" she asked them, but they didn't answer beside the occasional growl and glance in her direction. All eyes were turned toward the door and the ceiling.

Oddny walked over to the bottom step and peered up into the doorway that led topside. Shadows flit by, and footsteps thundered overhead as the crew ran this way and that, preparing for something to come.

After a quick look at the dragons behind her, Oddny headed up to see what he commotion was all about.

"Watch it!"

She danced out of the way of a Viking carrying a large box and pressed herself against the wall as several more hurried along. Captain Sorkvir was bellowing orders where Oddny could not see him. When the coast was clear, she scurried to the side of the boat to look overboard, but all she saw was water as far as her eyes could see. She frowned and backed up, right into another person.

"Keep out of the way!" the Viking demanded.

Squeaking, Oddny skittered back to the wall and followed it around the other side of the ship.

Her chest swelled as her heart came to life with new energy. Green treetops swayed in the sea wind. The Vikings unloaded their crates on the dock, barking orders at one another. Oddny had been on the wrong side of the ship when she'd looked.

They had docked.

"Step aside."

A strong hand shoved her out of the way and she clung to the railing, staring at the harbor. There was one other ship docked astride theirs, and several other cages full of dragons Oddny had yet to see sat ashore.

There was a single mountain peak in the far distance, and a settlement rose not far from the docks they were at.

Familiar roars met her ears and she turned to see a wench heaving the cages of her own dragon charges out of the hold. Out of all the days spent down there, she hadn't seen the hatch or known it was there. Several Vikings manned the wench, pulling the cages out in turn.

"Put your backs into it! Eret isn't going to wait forever!"

"Get these dragons out if you want to get paid!"

Oddny watched their struggles for a moment, her eyes on the dragons inside. The sight of the blue sky was enough to whip them into a frenzy and they strained to expand their wings, fought against their bars to sample a taste of the freedom that had been torn from them.

Her gaze was pulled again from the beasts and back to the shore. She was steps away from the unloading ramp that would lead her to the ground, then to the town.

Another Viking pushed her away and she stumbled back. She expected them to continue onward like the others, going about their business, but he stopped in front of her.

Koll glared down at Oddny, eyes narrowed and teeth bared. "What are you doing up here? Get back down and help unload the dragons!" he commanded, heaving her up by her arm and tossing her back down into the hold.

Pure luck kept her from falling head over heels down the stairs and she glared up at Koll, but he was already gone.

Men swarmed in the hold, stepping around her while they hooked ropes to the cages. Once ready they gave the signal to have them raised. Oddny didn't see any reason for her to help, not when she couldn't push the cages into place or hook the ropes, and tried again to sneak on deck.

There was so much going on. No one would be able to watch her and deal with the frenzied dragons at the same time.

If there was a town, someone could help her.

This was her chance to escape and find out where she was, how to get home. She wasn't going to let it slip through her fingers.
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><p>Chapter Seven<p>

Attempts

Oddny dipped around shouting Vikings, wound through the cages of dragons, and crept up the stairs. She peered around the corner, searching for Koll. When she didn't immediately spot him, she dashed across the deck toward the quietest side of the ship.

Walking off the ship the same way everyone else was wasn't an option. Someone would recognize her—how could they not? She was the only female aboard—and send her back to the hold. Oddny didn't know how long this was going to go on for, how long they would be docked. She couldn't afford multiple attempts to make her escape.

Taking a deep breath, she peered over the side of the ship. Small waves licked the hull, but they weren't choppy or dangerous-looking. She glanced behind her, then clambered over the wooden railing.

The drop looked farther when she was closer to jumping. She didn't know how to swim, either: the main reason she hadn't leapt off the ship before. Nerve lost, she slid back down to the safety of the deck and sat down, pressed against the side. What was she thinking? She couldn't just leap off the ship like that. There had to be another way.

One of the dragons roared and Oddny turned her head in time to see flames firing off into the air. Someone had angered the wrong dragon, and the Vikings were shouting reprimands and screaming at each other.

Dragons.

That was her out.

She was on her feet again in an instant, squeezing past Vikings rushing up from the hold to stop the Nightmare that was on fire and trying to charbroil the men around it. It wanted out, and Oddny didn't blame it.

There were still three or four cages left with antsy dragons inside. Oddny ran up to the closest one, a dark-hued Nadder, and wrapped her fingers around the bars.

"Can I come in with you?" she panted.

The Nadder stared at her, bewildered.

"I don't know if you can understand me," Oddny hurried, looking back at the door. The commotion outside was beginning to wind down. "but I need to get off this ship and you'll need to hide me. Please?"

Still the dragon gawked, head cocked to one side. It made a curious sound, but wasn't trying to send her away.

Footsteps echoed down the stairs and Oddny decided she would have to take a chance. She ducked down and shimmied through the bars, squeezing in as tight as she could through the metal. The Nadder shifted to give her some room and offered her its nose horn. She grabbed it and used the dragon as leverage to pull her hips through the bars when they refused to pass.

Just in time, she popped into the cage as the Vikings returned to pull the rest of the cages out of the hold. At this point the Nadder caught on to her intent and settled on the bottom of its cage, scooping Oddny against its side and hiding her in its speckled wings. She tried to minimize how much noise she made. The dragon was careful to keep its weight off her, as if it were a mother hen sitting on her precious eggs or hatchlings.

If she had never worked on her rapport with the dragons, Oddny never would have tried.

Oddny remained as still as she could be, sweat beading on her brow. The hold had already been fairly warm, and if there was one thing a dragon could do, it was produce heat.

She waited for the sound of Vikings realizing where she was, but the only thing they did was bark out orders. It took seemingly forever for them to move to the Nadder's cage. Oddny held her breath, pressed against the side of the dragon, as the cage moved. The Nadder seemed unconcerned with everything that was going on, and the Vikings merely thanked the Gods that at least one dragon was making their job easier.

Especially after they'd had to subdue the Monsterous Nightmare. It had taken almost all hands on deck, but they'd rendered it unconscious and continued with their jobs.

As the cage was set down on the ground, Oddny bounced slightly where she sat, but the Nadder hiding her adjusted itself to keep her from being exposed. The noises and voices receded as the Vikings moved on to the next cage. After counting out two minutes, Oddny wiggled out from the Nadder's wing and took a look around. Their cage was in the midst of other dragons, and those that noticed her gave surprised snorts and chirrups. She hushed those she could, but was glad they didn't start a scene.

There was no one around, and Oddny knew she'd have to move fast.

Would they come looking for her when they realized she was gone? Was she being looked for at all? She kept her ears open for any signs that her presence was missed, but tried to focus the majority of her attention on escaping.

The woods were to her right and the ship was straight ahead. She tried to find the village she'd seen, but couldn't see it around the bulky dragons. However, the more she thought about it the more she realized it would probably be a Viking village, and they would just capture her again. It had seemed like such a good idea when she first thought of it, but now her worries were starting to manifest. She'd have to make it to the woods, then find out where she was and who she could try to get help from.

If push came to shove, she would just crawl back to the Vikings and hope they took mercy on her. After all, she had no delusions when it came to how well she could survive on her own in the woods. It wouldn't be long before she was at death's door if she couldn't find someone to take pity on her and help her off the island, back home.

When she was sure the coast was clear, she squirmed her way from the Nadder and tried to squeeze back through the bars. However, her helper dragon squawked indignantly and used both of its wings to pull her back underneath it. It readjusted its weight and churred happily.

"Hey! You have to let me go," she whispered, pushing against the beast's chest and trying to free herself.

It wriggled to pull her further under it, and Oddny wormed her way backwards instead, crawling out from under its tail. She attempted to leave the cage while it tried to turn around and grab her. With the cage being so small, it did not successfully do so until Oddny was already on the other side. This time she knew which angle she had to be at to maneuver her hips through.

The dragon growled and whined, but Oddny danced away and out of its reach. "I'm not your baby, sorry," she muttered, straightening her clothes and wiping moisture from her forehead.

Huffing, the dragon shuffled to turn its back to her and plopped down on the floor.

"Sorry," she said again, heading toward the trees.

Guilt gnawed at her, but there wasn't anything she could do to help the dragons. They needed a key to open the cages, and she had no way of obtaining one. Even if she could, she would likely be caught the second the first dragon took off into the sky. She couldn't free everyone, so she would free herself for now.

Maybe, just maybe, she would be able to find someone who could help the dragons more.

Oddny sneaked to the trees with zero problems. They swallowed her up and she was running once the trunks obscured her. She didn't know where she was going, or what she would do, but she was away from Koll and the Vikings. It was already better than her previous week had been.

However, she didn't make it far before she was out of breath and close to collapse. Her days of chores and more chores might have prepared her for working on a Viking ship, but it hadn't prepared her for extraneous exercise. She braced herself against a tree, her palm scraping against the rough bark. Bent over and panting, she tried to catch her breath and pressed her other hand against a painful stitch in her side. She swallowed saliva that pooled in her mouth and checked behind her.

No pursuers. Nothing but silence and the soft sound of branches rubbing together in the breeze.

Somewhere to her left, a bird twittered and she jumped.

Her gasps subsided after several minutes. Oddny continued into the woods, doubling back the way she'd come to get a better look at the settlement she thought she'd seen. She gave the unloading area a wide berth, using the irritated sounds of the dragons and low din of yelling Vikings as a reference.

Thin wisps of smoke rose above the trees. Oddny headed toward them, keeping her head low and watching her steps. Moving through the undergrowth silently was difficult, but she did her best.

She stopped several yards from the edge of the trees. Voices had drawn her closer to the settlement, but it seemed like more of a temporary setup than an actual town or village. There were a few cabins, but mostly large tents and a central hub with large rocks for sitting, and a black cauldron.

Olaf was at the cauldron, serving food to Vikings Oddny had never seen before.

Hope withered into a small thread and she backed up, trying to keep herself together. She would have to keep looking. There would be no help for her here. But how large was the island they were on? Would there be other people there to help? Would she be stuck?

How long was the captain's ship going to stay? If anything she could wait until they left, or stow away on another ship. . . . What would she do for food in the meantime?

A day or two. That's how long she would wait and explore.

Oddny wet her lips, then slowly backed up and away from the Viking camp. She wasn't looking forward to sleeping in the woods, but figured it was better than inside a musky, damp ship. The only thing it had going for it was the warmth from the dragons.

It was going to be a cold night.

For now, she would have to find somewhere to hole up. A cave, a tree, something. She wasn't an outdoor survivalist. Maybe once the Vikings were all passed out she could sneak into the camp and nibble on their food, warm up by the fire and find somewhere quiet and hidden to sleep.

If she was lucky.

Today she had hit a small pocket of luck. The dragon hid her, no one noticed her leave, and no one seemed to be looking for her.

Hopefully it would hold out.

Staying too near the camp was dangerous, but staying too far away was the same. One held the risk of being caught, the other threatened to make her lose her way, stuck wandering the forest until she collapsed, died from exposure, or found a settlement.

Frustration and despair battled for dominance in her mind. She didn't know how to survive in the wild, and at least on the ship she was alive and fed and warm. Oddny meandered away, trying to memorize strange trees or rock formations, but everything looked the same. The despair won out, and she huddled against a rock, obscured by a thick thorn bush.

She held her knees to her chest and buried her face in her arms. No matter what, she wouldn't give up until she had to. Oddny Skovgaard would not slink back with her tail between her legs until she was at death's door.

And it was far too early for that.

*:･ﾟ✧

The one thing Oddny hadn't accounted for was the boredom. Ever since she was little, she never had _nothing_ to do. On the farm there was stalls to clean, eggs to harvest, animals to feed, and anything else. At her uncle's she had plenty of chores and if she was feeling froggy, the surrounding area to explore and map.

Though she didn't know how long she had been sitting in that one spot, it felt like hours. She was fidgety and nervous, itching to do something.

Sighing, Oddny cleared away some rocks and twigs from the area in front of her. She picked up a pointy stick that was at her side and traced lines in the dirt. Various doodles, and the only words she knew how to write by heart.

_Our dearest Oddny._

A pressure formed behind her eyes and Oddny bit her bottom lip hard enough to feel it, but not hard enough to draw blood.

_Our dearest Oddny._

Sniffing, Oddny brushed at her eyes with her sleeve and wrote it again and again. She didn't know when she was going to receive another letter from them. When she was going to see them, _if_ she was going to see them. She wasn't going to forget those words, what they looked like, no matter what.

Another scribble. Tears fell and interrupted the lettering. She flattened the surface and started again. Her handwriting was sloppy and letters not quite correct, but they were passable.

_Our dearest Oddny._

Did they think her dead? Would they try to find her, or write it off as some tragedy? Even if they did want to find her, she didn't think they could. They didn't have the money or resources.

She had never missed them so badly. Not even at her uncle's. Though they were far away, they were within reach. They wrote and Oddny always knew one day she'd see them again, when things were better on the farm and they could feed her.

Now. . .now she had no idea. And it hurt, deep in her chest. Like a hot rock.

Things must have been better if they were going to have a baby. A brother, a little brother. They wanted to bring her back. Frits had done his best but her parents—she wanted them back more than anything in the world.

After staring at the words for a while, she switched to writing their names and her own. She couldn't spell "Calla" but didn't need to. All she had to do was remember to tell the Vikings that.

Oddny wracked her brain for her brother's name, for the right combination of scribbles, but she had only seen it once. She remembered the vague shape, and tried several times to scratch it out in the dirt before giving up. Nothing she did looked right.

The letter.

Had she taken it that day? Oddny pat herself down, checked all the pockets. She didn't remember giving it back to Frits, she didn't remember taking it, either. But after three or four crevices, she felt it; the soft crinkle of parchment.

A whole week she'd spent on that ship and it had never crossed her mind to look. She'd been so preoccupied with trying to keep her spirits up that she'd forgotten about the one thing that would.

Her fingers closed around the crumple and she pulled it out, flattening it and straightening the bent corners. She took a deep breath and skimmed over the letters, throat tight and eyes wet. She traced the tip of her finger over the opening clause, then jumped straight to the closing sentiments.

There it was, her brother's name. It was the only name in the closer she didn't know by heart. She glanced to the chicken scratch she'd been making in the dirt and made the necessary changes.

_Sven._

She'd long since memorized her family name.

_Sven Skovgaard._

Oddny smiled and choked out a half-sob, half-laugh. Her brother's name. She could write her brother's name, now.

For hours she worked on her writing, scratching up the dirt with the entire letter over and over again. They meant nothing except the few words she recognized, but she remembered the gist of it. They were excited to see her, and she had a baby brother. That was all she needed.

The sun was beginning to set, casting the sky in an amber-purple glow. Oddny looked up and put the letter away, eyes and hand tired from her practices. Her penmanship had improved, but she had a long way to go before she was even close to fluent. Still, it was good enough for her to know that she had the letter, and that she had those names in her heart.

She stared at the last thing she wrote, smiling to herself. It was the closest she would get to writing a complete, original sentence. Five little words that brought her happiness.

_Oddny love Mom Dad Sven._

Sighing, she brushed the fragments away and tucked the letter back where it would be safe— under shirt, held in place by her belt—folded neatly so it wouldn't be any more crumpled than it was already. Hopefully the ink would last, and wouldn't fade.

It was all she had of her parents now.

When the rustling started, Oddny was immediately on high alert. She pushed herself farther down below the rock, pressed deeper into the thorn bush. They poked at her and pulled at her clothes, but she ignored the pinpricks of pain and discomfort.

It wasn't the sound of footsteps. No shouts from Vikings demanding she be found. Instead, the shuffle of leaves and branches was from above.

Before she had time to look up, a heavy mass of scales and muscles landed in front of her. Oddny clapped her hands over her mouth to muffle the surprised scream and slammed her back too hard into the rock hiding her.

Unaware of her plight, the Gronkle wagged its whole body, excited to see her. Oddny stared at it, cowering against her hiding place.

"You. . . ?" she whispered, sitting up.

The Gronkle whuffed and bounded forward. Oddny flinched, but the dragon didn't do anything besides bathe her in a gallon of saliva as he licked her. She pushed him away and tried to brush the spittle off her face, but it was thick and viscous.

How he'd found her all the way out in the middle of the ocean she hadn't the slightest idea. _Why_ he'd followed her was an even more baffling question.

Oddny rose to her feet and kept her hands on the dragon's nose, pushing down to keep him from licking her anymore, though he still tried. "How did you find me? Did you follow me all the way from the island?"

He smacked his lips and bobbed eagerly. Oddny was certain it wasn't an actual answer, but the proof was in the pudding. There he was, so it must be what happened.

Hope suddenly flared inside her chest, filling her with warmth. She inhaled a shaky breath and crouched down so she was eye level with the shorter dragon. "Do you know the way back? To that island, I mean. Can you take me back?"

His response was a happy stare and tail wiggle. Oddny sighed. What did she expect, asking a beast something so complicated?

Still, she was happy to see a familiar face. If anything, she could climb up on his back and have him fly her somewhere else. Oddny was certain he would figure something out. They seemed somewhat intelligent, she just had to find another way to ask.

Shouldn't be too hard.

After wetting her lips, she stood straight and lifted her hands up. The Gronkle cocked his head to the side and watched her with curious excitement. He held still, waiting to see what she would do, and Oddny tried to figure out how she was going to ask. How she was going to make the dragon understand that she wanted a ride.

"May I—um. . . ," she shook her head and her arms lowered slightly.

The Gronkle turned his head to the other side, tongue lolling from his mouth.

Oddny gave up on being smart. She couldn't come up with any way to communicate with the creature. The Nadder had figured out what she'd wanted when she used the direct approach; she had to assume that it would be the same with this creature.

"I'm going to ride you, okay?" she said, moving around to his side.

He didn't move or try to bite her, so she reached out with her hands, moving slowly to give the dragon time to protest. The Gronkle gave her a side-long look, then licked his lips and closed his eyes. She took that as a good sign and put her hands against his flank. Her palms pressed flush against his warm scales and she let out the breath she'd been holding.

_So far, so good._

Her father had broken horses before while she watched, but she'd only ever ridden their one mare a couple times. She was used to being ridden, though, and usually enjoyed it. Oddny had never even thought about climbing on a creature that hadn't had a human passenger before.

But she was desperate. She wanted to go home, and the Gronkle was her only choice, her only chance at being free.

Somehow it had made the trip to her, surely it could make the trip back.

She took a deep breath, started to put her weight on his back to climb up, and then his ears flicked erect. He went rigid under her and Oddny paused, her heartbeat suddenly thundered in her ears. The dragon's pupils constricted into slits and he whirled around, snarling.

With a surprised gasp, Oddny threw herself away from the Gronkle. However, he didn't move in on her. Instead he faced the woods, and something whistled in the wind.

An axe soared out of nowhere. The Gronkle only had enough time to flip around and smack it away with his tail before another one struck him in the side, knocking the dragon over. His thick, armored scales kept it from being pierced.

Oddny scrambled back and staggered to her feet. Rough hands grabbed her arms and she whirled without thinking, shoving the person away. She must have caught them off-guard, as she successfully managed to send them off-balance. Now free, she ran to the dragon's side and supported his weight as he recovered from the blow.

"Keep away, little bird!" someone commanded of her.

The dragon's fierce eyes met with Oddny's for a second. He was scared, she realized. Though defiant and angry, the expression there was unmistakable. He was terrified this was where he would die. The same look he'd had when she found him in the net.

Her hands fluttered over him, torn between clambering onto his back so they could both make a getaway and trying to stop the Vikings that had found them.

He snarled and spat a glob of molten rock at one of their aggressors. The heat licked at her face. With shouts the Vikings scattered only to reconvene seconds later. There were only two of them, but they were armed and determined.

Teeth gritted, Oddny pushed the Gronkle onto his feet and threw herself at the nearest Viking. Once again she took him by surprise and he lost his footing on the uneven ground of the forest. He went down and Oddny jumped to her feet, making quick tracks toward the Gronkle. He was already in the air, using his club tail to knock the second Viking down.

She leaped toward the dragon, arms outstretched. He fluttered his wings and dipped toward her, taking one of her arms in his mouth, careful to catch it in a gap between its finger-sized teeth.

Hope swelled in her heart as she was lifted off her feet. Part of her was scared of the large fangs lining the beast;s mouth, and her hand was already slimy with saliva, but none of that mattered. They weren't penetrating her flesh, and she was going to make out. Once they had lost the Vikings, they could land and she could ride the dragon properly.

Then she could go home.

"Don't worry, I gotcha!"

An added weight attached itself to Oddny's ankle. She looked down to find a new Viking holding onto her, an axe in his other hand. Her eyes widened into saucers and she tried to kick him off of her, but couldn't find a good angle.

"No! No let go!" she shrieked.

"Are you crazy?"

"Let me go!"

All of her thrashing was making it hard for the Gronkle to fly straight, and the extra weight from the Viking made it difficult for him to gain more height. Not for lack of trying. He simply wasn't used to having passengers, and lacked the strength to carry one, let alone two. Oddny would have fine—she was small, light, and easy to carry.

The Gronkle tried to keep them both alight, but another Viking jumped up and grabbed the first, then another grabbed the second, forming a weighty human chain that made the Gronkle incline dangerously. It whimpered and looked down at Oddny apologetically.

They were going down.

Realization set in and the hope that had once been so prevalent in Oddny fizzled into a dying ember. They couldn't both get away.

Swallowing hard, Oddny unhooked her parka and wiggled her free hand out of it, then shook until she started to slip from the second arm. The Gronkle clamped down harder when he realized she was slipping, but she smiled at him.

"It's okay," she said. "Take it to the village."

Crooning, the dragon released his grip. Oddny slid the rest of the way out of her parka and the chain of Vikings fell to the ground, leaving the Gronkle free to fly off for the second time. She landed on the pile of people, a pair of arms wrapped around her. Once she recovered from the initial shock, anger and fear mingled together into a volatile mix of emotions. She started wailing and kicking, trying to hit anything she could to punish these barbarians for thwarting her attempt at freedom.

"Ow—hey! Knock it off!" the person under her grunted. "You're safe now! The dragon's gone, you're in good hands!"

"No!" screeched Oddny. "No you don't understand!"

He flipped her around and they tumbled off the groaning pile of stunned Vikings, winded from the drop. Despite her struggles, he collected her hands in his and pinned her down to keep her from kicking anymore.

"Relax!" he barked.

Oddny opened her eyes to look at her supposed rescuer. She was surprised to find he was young, maybe four or five years her senior but still younger than the rest of the Vikings she'd seen so far. He had dark eyes, dark hair, and a tattoo on his chin. Oddny swallowed and looked around, trying to find some way to escape, but there was nothing she could find.

Nothing that she could use.

Nothing that would be of any help.

The fight drained from her, siphoned and dumped into the void. She deflated and let her head drop; her lip quivered and she tried to stop the tears, but they leaked down her cheeks despite herself. The man atop her sighed with relief and dragged Oddny to her feet.

"Now, see? It's a good thing we showed up when we did. . .that thing was going to drag you off who knows where. What are you doing all the way out here, anyway?" he asked.

She said nothing, kept her head down and shrugged.

That was the whole point, the dragon carrying her off. She didn't think he'd understand no matter how she tried to explain it. Maybe he would understand, but not care. The only solace she gleaned from the situation was that she'd saved the dragon from death or capture.

Another opportunity might present itself to her later. Even with the worst case scenario, she wouldn't be killed. She couldn't say the same about the dragon, and she wouldn't have been able to live with herself if they were both captured and the dragon killed for whatever reason they would make up. At least if she was alive, she would be able to come up with a plan later.

The two other Vikings were up finally, and they shared looks with each other. "I think she might have been _trying _to go with it, sir."

"Ah, nonsense. C'mon, let's get her back to the camp."

He gripped her upper arm and gently led her back toward the settlement she'd discovered earlier. The entire trip back was like a dream to her, like she wasn't really there. All she could think about was how close she was to going home, or at least away from the Vikings. Even if the dragon couldn't get her back to Penshaw, it might have stopped at another town somewhere. She could have found work, paid her way back home. It would have taken a while, sure, but it was something.

Maybe she could still pay her back home.

She dismissed the thought as soon as it appeared. The Vikings weren't going to give her a job. She was a slave, at best. If she were to ask, they'd laugh her back into her quarters. She could delude herself into thinking it was temporary. Oddny needed real hope, not false hope. Hope that she made herself. She could plan and plot and wait for her opportunity, like she had with this escape attempt.

It was only the first one. It was bound to run into hitches. If she kept trying, the law of averages demanded that she'd be successful at least once. Even if it took months, Gods forbid _years_, she would find a way out. She just couldn't give up that hope.

Before she knew it, she was being led into heart of their site. The sun had since disappeared under the horizon, and the camp was lit with torches and a single bonfire in the center. It was alive with discussions and murmurs filled the area, though some conversations died as the band of Vikings arrived with Oddny in tow.

Then, a single voice lifted into the air. Oddny's blood ran cold and her heart stopped.

"You ungrateful little _bitch_!"

Koll stormed toward them, his blazing gaze aimed into Oddny's very soul, it seemed. She whimpered and unconsciously tried to move behind the man holding her, more afraid of Koll than of anyone who had, as misplaced as the attempt had been, helped her.

"How _dare_ you try to escape!" Koll snarled, reaching for her.

Her captor slash savior stepped in front of Koll, holding his free hand up and pushing Oddny farther behind him. "Now hold on, Koll. What's going on here?"

He seemed to balloon with rage and jabbed an angry finger in her direction. "That puny waif is _our_ property. She snuck off the ship while we were docked and we've been looking for her for hours! I caught her trying to escape earlier and stuffed her back below deck, but somehow she got off anyway!"

"That so?" the unknown Viking asked, glancing back at her.

Oddny hesitated, but figured it would be in her best interest not to lie. She swallowed hard and nodded once.

"Hand her over!"

The Viking cocked an eyebrow and Koll straightened to add, "Sir," as an afterthought.

Again the Viking's curious gaze fell on Oddny and she gave him a pleading look, hoping against hope that he wouldn't give her up to Koll. It hadn't occurred to her what might happen to her once she was caught, once they found out what she'd done, but now it was hitting her tenfold. Perhaps part of her had been expecting them to move on and set sail without her, but that was clearly wishful thinking. Maybe it wasn't so far-fetched that they'd kill her, after all.

"No, I don't think I will," the man said with a shrug.

"Excuse me?" Koll demanded, teeth clenched together to keep his voice from sounding too disrespectful. Oddny was beginning to realize how important the man holding her was.

"Sorkvir's ship is too well-manned to justify having a slave. You clearly aren't capable of watching all those dragons you trap _and_ a girl making it her business to escape," he explained, pulling Oddny out from behind him now that Koll wasn't actively attempting to seize her. "We could use some extra help at my fortress, anyway."

A vein throbbed in Koll's forehead, but he seemed to realize that this meant he could wash his hands of the mistake he'd made. It had been put upon him to tend to her, and now—though he would be ridiculed for letting her escape—he could go back to his own business.

How long would he be teased for, anyway? A few days? A week? He could handle a few ribs in his direction, and anyone who became too annoying would be dealt with by a swift fist to the jaw.

"And besides," the man continued, giving his two goons a significant and knowing look, "didn't you bring the girl aboard your ship because you were low on your dragon quota? She freed one from one your nets, correct?"

Koll averted his gaze in shame and harrumphed. "That is correct, sir. How did you—?"

"I've heard the men talking about it amongst one another. That means she belongs to me anyway, wouldn't you say, boys?" he gave the goon closest to his free hand a tap to the chest.

"Makes sense to me, sir," he said.

"Yes, you're right," Koll relented.

Finally her arm was released and the mystery Viking lifted his hands in the air. "Then it's settled! Your numbers are all good in my books, and we're even. No hard feelings."

"And Drago, sir?" Goon number two asked.

He waved the concern away. "We'll make up one dragon no problem. Drago will get his full shipment, don't you worry about that. So we're good, Koll? I'll bring it up with Sorkvir in the morning."

"Whatever," Koll muttered, turning on his heel to leave.

"What was that?"

Stopping, Koll growled but corrected himself, "Yes, we're good. Sir."

"Excellent. Then you're excused."

With a grumpy sigh, Koll left and Oddny released the breath she'd been holding. The man turned to her and smirked. "Yeah he's a real piece of work. Good dragon trapper, though, so we keep him on the payroll. Since you're a bit of a flight risk, you'll hang out with me."

"Okay." She was resigned to the fact that she wouldn't be escaping this day so it was an unnecessary precaution, though understandable.

"What's your name?" he asked.

Again she had to stop herself from saying her real name and managed to tell him, "Calla."

"Well, Calla, I'm Eret, son of Eret. Welcome to the team."


End file.
